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“GENERATIONS TO COME, WILL SCARCE 
BELIEVE, THAT SUCH A ONE IN FLESH AND 
BLOOD, WALKED UPON THIS EARTH.” 


Albert Einstein on Mahatma Gandhi 


Any views or opinions presented in this book are solely 
those of the author and are made with the utmost respect 
the author bears towards the Mahatma. It is the author’s | 

humble endeavour to bring to light the Mahatma’s life and 
ideals to the common man. Any inaccuracies that may 
have crept in the book are accidental and unintentional. 


This Book is printed on handmade paper and khadi clad. 


Included in this Book is an elegant stainless steel 
bookmark. 


This Book is not meant for sale. It is distributed free 
with the Medallion. 
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IN GRATITUDE 


The Mahatma was a champion of women’s rights and strove 
tirelessly for women’s education and emancipation. There 
is no doubt that he would have been proud to see the 
achievements and accomplishments of Kiran Mazumdar- 
Shaw, Chairman & Managing Director, Biocon Limited for 
placing India on the world map of biotechnology. In her 
unassuming ways, she has brought succor to countless 
fellow citizens, through technology and philanthropy. I am 
indebted to Kiran for agreeing to write the Foreword to my 
book. Thank you Kiran. 


While Barton’s had the experience and expertise to produce 
the medallion to the standards of excellence needed to 
honour the Mahatma, I, as its Chairman, was less than a 
novice when it came to writing a book on the Mahatma, or 
any book for that matter. The task before me was 
intimidating and warned me to be content with just the 
production of the medallion, though this diffident thought 
in itself, was the very antithesis of what the Mahatma stood 
for - the ever-willing readiness to plunge into a challenge. 


Vi 


In those moments of intense vacillation, my dear friend and 
mentor, whom I had known for almost 60 years, Major 
General R. C. Naidu, stood by my side and using the words 
of the Mahatma, exhorted me to take the plunge, “To believe 
in something and not live it, is dishonest.” This book is the 
result of the immense support, guidance and encouragement 
that I was lucky to get. Thank you Ram. 


As if this was not enough, I had the privilege of Ram’s son, 
Govind, giving me valuable advice on the book itself. Being 
a prolific reader, he shared many inputs that gave my 
hesitant efforts a refined edge. 


I also need to express my gratitude to a host of others whose 
help has been invaluable. Shri Dilip Surana who 
wholeheartedly encouraged me to embark on this project. 
Dr. Kalyan K. Chakravarti, Shri Nagendran along with Shri 
Srinivas V, all played a significant role in helping me get the 
government’s permission for the medallion. Shri Rajeev 
Chandrashekar’s dynamic ideas helped to make this book 
relevant to the present times. The caricatures of Ravi 
Poojary helped to enliven the appeal of the book. Along 
with the above were many others, predominantly Shri 


Vil 


Suresh Kumar Sharma, Shri Ramanujam, Shri Aditya 
Sondhi, Shri Kodanda Ram and Shri Kiran Kothari, whose 
help in various ways played a pivotal role in this assignment — 
to produce the medallion and the book. 


I am thankful to Shoba Naidu, who with her immense 
experience in copywriting and editing for newspapers and 
magazines, proof-read the manuscript helping bring it up to 
the levels required and also for her valuable suggestions. 


This book would not be in its present form if it were not for 
my friend Ravi Achan. I had known Ravi for many years 
when he was in Bangalore and came to admire his mastery 
of the English language as he handled the advertisements 
for Bartons in the 1970s and 80s. I felt happy I could benefit 
from his vast experience as he helped me with his 
suggestions and advice on the manuscript. This apart, I have 
gained immensely by his invaluable advice on better 
writing. 


I soon realised that my effort in writing the book spread over 
almost eight months, would have miserably failed if the 
book did not merit to stand alone. The selection of font, 
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point size, page layout, overall presentation of the different 
elements in the text, selection of paper, binding, printing 
and a host of numerous other relevant ingredients were 
equally pertinent to the entire effort of writing. This dawned 
on me on my very first meeting with Mr. Chandra Mouli 
and his team at W.Q. Judge Press one of the oldest printing 
presses in Bangalore. He helped to allay my fears by 
passionately accepting this assignment as an opportunity to 
help spread the message of the Mahatma. 


I would fail miserably if I did not appreciate the freedom I 
was given during my work-hours to pursue my writing. My 
son Aashish, shouldered the extra burden willingly during 
those days. Last but not in the least, I would like to thank my 
wife Nayna, who quietly heard me narrate passages from 
the book, sometimes past midnight over almost five 
months, as I sought her approval for the same. 


ES 


COPY IT RIGHT 


I have written this book as a salutation to the one individual 
who I personally regard as one of the most remarkable — 
persons ever to have walked this earth. It is a tribute to his 
towering personality, his exceptional accomplishments and 
deeds, and above all, a humble attempt to propagate the 
‘lessons that emerged from the events of his life. I see him as 
the beacon he continues to be, an inspiration to hopefully 
emulate, and in the process for us to become better human 
beings. 

There is nothing in the book that I claim to be my own. I 
seek no copyright protection. After all, this attempt owes its 
existence because he offered his life as a message for the 
world, without conditions. If that was his intent, then I, a 
humble admirer, cannot superimpose my stamp of 
authority over any such imagined proprietary right over the 
contents of the book. If everything that I have written is 
“copied” from the life of the Mahatma, then what can I 
claim to be my own? If he lived for others, if he did not even 
close a door, even at night, because he had nothing to 
protect and claim as his own, then my small tribute will fall 
woefully short, if] sought a copyright protection. 


So those of you, my dear readers, who wish to involve 
themselves with the spreading of his message, may make 
liberal use of anything from this book. We all share one 
noble goal - to make this planet a happier place, where we 

can all live in peace, harmony and joy. | 
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Bharat M. Mehta 
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FOREWORD 


It is only befitting that Bharat Mehta has chosen to pay a 
tribute to the Father of our Nation by writing a book 
“Mahatma Gandhi — eternal inspiration” on two counts. The 
Mehtas have been family friends for over two generations. 
They have been silver-smiths of renown and excellence in 
Bangalore and above all have an impeccable track record of 
_ ethical values not only in business but in everyday life. They 
_ are natural Gandhians. 


_ Bharat has truly done an admirable job writing this 
~ historical biography of Mahatma Gandhi where he traces _ 
the evolution of Mahatma Gandhi from the shy and introvert 
child Mohandas to the pre-eminent leader of our nation. 


There have been many world leaders who have led peoples’ 
movements for the emancipation from foreign rule or 
bringing down autocratic rulers: Mao Tse-tung in China, the 
leaders of the French Revolution or the Russian Revolution, 
Ho Chi Minh in Vietnam etc. But there is a big difference 
between their violent approach and Mahatma Gandhi’s 
freedom movement which was about nonviolence. To be 
_ able to inspire a whole nation of immense diversity to adopt 
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nonviolence in their fight against a colonial regime speaks 
of the towering leadership of Mahatma Gandhi. His 
leadership was based on unimaginable moral and spiritual 
values that he internalised as his psyche and they brooked 
no compromises. Ahimsa and Satyagraha were his primary 
tools in this battle. Satyagraha involved not only Truth but 
Love: Love of the opponent and the absence of hate for 
anyone. It speaks of an indomitable spirit on the part of his 
followers to take the brutal beatings of the police without 
offering any resistance, as Gandhi said even resistance was 
a fierce battle. The experiments in Satyagraha in South 
Africa were to prove of immense use in the battle for 
independence in India. He was the inspiration to other 
leaders like Martin Luther King and Nelson Mandela. 


Through this book, one can see Bharat’s total admiration for 
the Mahatma; more than admiration, one can sense his 
veneration for the leader. He has very imaginatively 
delineated the evolution of the great man from a shy child to 
the moral colossus the Mahatma became. The elaboration 
of the Eleven Vows by which the Mahatma lived by is truly 
inspiring and is a guide for all of us today. Mahatma’s 


X1V 


teachings of personal probity, simplicity, and a high sense of 
moral values are as valid today as they were then in the fight 
for independence, especially in the light of social and 
political malaise that exist now. The chapter titled “Just for 
Today” at the end of the book is a reminder to all of us that 
we can all train ourselves to follow his path, one step at a 
time. I can see that Bharat has imbibed Gandhian values 
through his total involvement in writing this book. My 
compliments to him. 


Kiran Mazumdar-Shaw 
Chairman and Managing Director, 
Biocon Limited, 

Bangalore 560100 

15 Aug 2015 
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GANDHI - AN ENIGMA 


While most children waited with bated breath for the sound 
of the school bell in the afternoon, signifying the end of 
studies for the day, to Mohandas it was a terrifying ordeal. 
All his classmates seemed unable to restrain their joy as they 
picked up their books but to young Mohandas, who was 
terrified to join his class friends, lest they poke fun at him, 
the last bell held an ominous foreboding. He ran home to 
seek shelter, while his class mates ran towards the play 
ground. 


Similarly, the approaching darkness, as evening came, 
exerted a mortal fear over Mohandas. He was terrified and 
sought refuge in a brightly lit corner of the room of his 
home. 


All these phobias resulted in Mohandas being extremely 
timid, shunning the company of even friends, let alone 
strangers. It was a grip that had strangled his world to such 
an extent that even after successfully completing his legal 
studies in England, he was unable to argue his first case in 
the court. He stood up, but with the fright of speaking before 
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the judge in an open court, he could not utter even a single 
word. 


Looking at these incidents, one is justified in wondering if 
these could ever be the makings of a national leader. What 
transpired in the years to come that elevated him to being 
referred to as ‘’ Mahatma” or “Bapu’””? 


This little book has been put together to take you through 
this enigmatic individual’s journey in life. It places select 
incidents from it that can appeal to the reader, even children, 
with sufficient conviction hopefully, to attest that 
greatness and leadership are qualities that can be acquired. 
As I learnt in my quest to understand this towering 
personality, one has to have a purity of purpose and stay 
steadfastly resolved in pursuit of his or her goal, till it is 
achieved. 
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Mohandas 


The Formative Years 


Mohandas was born as the third son to Karamchand 
Gandhi and Putlibai, on 2nd October 1869 in the coastal 
town of Porbander, in the state of Kathiawar in Gujarat. 
Mohandas’ father and grandfather both served as Prime 
Ministers in the princely states in the region. By virtue of 
the important appointments they held, the Gandhis were 
fairly affluent. 


As a child Mohandas did not exhibit any signs of the 
greatness that he eventually achieved. He was an ordinary 
child who was extremely shy and reticent, a handicap he 
suffered from for many years. Foremost among these 
phobias was his fear of darkness. 


One late evening, the maidservant who helped with 
the household chores, saw young Mohandas, standing in the 
corner of the room, trembling, fear written all over his face. 
The maidservant, Rambha, walked up to him and out of care 
and concern for the young lad, enquired what the matter 
was. Mohandas confided that he was afraid of the darkness. 
The maid took him lovingly in her arms and gave him a 


Awesome evolution 


word of advice - advice that was to stay with him till he 
breathed his last. 


Being a devout and God-fearing person, she 
suggested that whenever he was afraid, be it of the darkness 
or of any other incident, he should just utter the words, “Hey 
Ram”. Remembering to say these words, with faith and 
trust in God, would help him overcome his fear. 


On his part, Mohandas, accepted her advice as an 
eternal truth and from then on, he never forgot to seek 
refuge in them, words that gave him courage to face 
difficult situations in life, words that empowered him to 
face up to the harshest predicaments. 


It could be said that this was Mohandas’ first exposure 
to the concept of God as a benevolent savior. 


If one loaked at his school life, there was nothing 
outstanding in terms of his academic achievements. On the 
contrary he was a below-average student. But, like all 
children, he was prone to compare himself with others, to 
emulate the more popular ones. At this impressionable age, 
he came across his elder brother’s friend, who taunted him 


Mohandas 


about his frail health and coaxed him to resort to eating meat 
like him and become strong like the British, who were ruling 
India. The logic appealed to him and inspite of his strict 
upbringing as a devout Vaishnavite, he was tempted to 
follow his friend’s advice. 


Without taking his parents’ permission, he secretly 
began to eat meat. No doubt his sensitive nature repelled at 
this craving, but his friend’s constant admonitions prevailed 
over his reservations. On the days he indulged in this dietary 
reform, he made lame excuses at home for not having his 
meals. Strangely, it was this lying that proved more 
repulsive than meat eating. His conscience revolted against 
this and he could no longer bear this torture. He conveyed 
this to his friend and from then on till his death never ate any 
meat. 


This incident is noteworthy, as it brings out a latent 
virtue that had already taken root in young Mohandas’ life. 
While he could suppress his principles of upbringing by 
partaking meat, he could not live with the tormenting 
thought that he was lying to his parents. Truth, he realised, 
was a sacred principle and he could never compromise 
on it. 
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There is yet another incident from his school life that 
illustrates Mohandas’ steadfast adherence to ‘Truth’. One 
day the Inspector of Schools came to Mohandas’ class on a ~ 
routine survey to assess the school’s performance. All the 
students were asked to write down five words. While the 
whole class had written all the words correctly, young 
Mohandas could not spell one of them, “kettle”. The class 
teacher, who was obviously much dismayed at this, kept 
discreetly prompting him to copy it from his neighbour’s 
slate. Mohandas ignored these promptings, coming no less 
from the class teacher himself. He would rather face the 
jeers of his classmates, than cheat. As he went home that 
evening, Mohandas was not unhappy. He knew he had done 
the right thing in ignoring his teacher, who wanted him to 
cheat. 


The background to his unwavering adherence to Truth 
could perhaps be traced to the influence of his mother, 
Putlibai. His recollection of his mother can be summed up in 
one word, saintliness. On more than one occasion he noticed 
how she observed her religious vows with strict compliance. 
Her vow allowed her to break her fast only when she had 
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‘seen the sun. If the sun was momentarily hidden behind 
some clouds, she would willingly fast for another eile till 
she saw the sun the next day. 


| There was also another incident that made Mohandas 
develop a staunch and unvarying commitment to Truth. It 
came about after seeing the play, “Harishchandra and 
-Taramati”. The name ‘Harishchandra’ is synonymous with 
truthfulness and honesty. The story of the truthful king has 
inspired many and continues to inspire people even today. 
Such was the effect of this play, that it is said that the police 
authorities had to stop it from being staged, as many boys 
from affluent business families began to renounce the world 
just as the king Harishchandra renounced his kingdom to 
keep his word to a sage. Thus from different angles and 
perspectives, he gota very profound insight into Truth. 


At the age of 13, Mohandas was married to Kastur. 


While the Gandhi family belonged to the sect known 
as Modh Vanias, a trading community, they were 
Vaishnavites by religion. Inspite of following the traditional 
religious practices, Putlibai was greatly influenced by 
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Jainism, which had a strong following in Gujarat. Thi 
exposure to his mother’s ascetic life style, conservativ 
values and customs and religious observances that include 
regular meditation and devotional chanting, left a profoun 
impression on young Mohandas’ mind. These trait 
surfaced later in his political life, when one looks at hi 
rigorous self denial, extreme abstinence, austerity and a 
utter disregard for bodily discomfort and pain. 


The Jain influence that he was indirectly exposed to i 
his youth, provided many answers to his enquiring min 
when he began to study different religions. He often sough 
the company of a renowned Jain philosopher, Shrima 
Rajchandra, to have discussions with him. Thesi 
discussions left an indelible impression on his life. I 
bolstered his convictions on Truth. It also exposed him t 
some other fundamental Jain concepts, that of Ahims: 
(Non-violence) and Anekantvad (Non-absolutism), whicl 
later became the foundation of his civil disobedienc« 
campaigns. 


It is today acknowledged that the saintly aura tha’ 
came to be associated with Gandhi, owed much to his 
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Mohandas 


applying these concepts - adherence to ‘Truth’, Non - 
violence and Tolerance - at all stages in his political career, 
thereby endearing him to the common man, much to the 
discomfort of the British. 


Mohandas’ life is replete with innocuous incidents, 
which he confronted with courage, occasionally yielding to 
temptation, but ultimately, his sense of moral uprightness 
prevailing. These experiences helped mould his character, 
as he derived the courage and conviction to convert them 
into transformative lessons. They also brought out his 
innate ability to think and analyse a situation, outstanding 
traits that he exhibited at a tender age, making him stand out 
as an exemplary lad from others in school. These principles 
which he embraced became the pillars of strength which, in 
his later life, helped him become a formidable leader of 
men. 


Just as significant as his mother’s influence was on his 
life, his father’s was no less. Like most school-going 
children, the company of friends tempted him to emulate 
their escapades. One such was his curiosity to smoke. He 
had to be content with half-smoked cigarettes as he did not 
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have any money. This led him to steal from the servants at 
home. 


Once again we see his sense of morality prevail and 
this time the remorse prompted him to make a clean breast 
of the shameful crime. Trembling with fear he handed the 
written confession to his father and stood by his side 
awaiting his sentence. But instead of the severe reprimand 
that he expected, what transpired was a very touching 
gesture from his father who was visibly moved after reading 
about his son’s guilt from the wrongful act and his resolute 
repentance not to commit the same again. His father did not 
utter a single word, but just tore the slip of paper and closed 
his eyes which were moist with over flowing love for his 
son. This could be the first instance when young Mohandas 
got a practical insight into Ahimsa, which later became one 
of his abiding principles in his political career. 


Mohandas’ love and respect for his father was evident 
in the manner in which he tended to his ailing parent during 
his illness. While most children played after school, 
Mohandas returned home to take care of his father, 
exhibiting a sense of responsibility belying his age. He 
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Mohandas 


prepared mixtures prescribed by the doctor, massaged his 
legs and was by his bedside to attend to any need. This 
sense of intense caring was converted into a passion for 
nursing, in which he excelled, as compassion came to 
him naturally. 


If one were to look at Mohandas’ school days, one 
could say that in many ways, he led a normal childhood. He 
did on some occasions indulge in smoking and eating meat, 
but what makes him standout from others, was that he 
ultimately realised that he had gone back on his principles. 
This “self reformation” was solely on account of the fact 
that he jealously guarded\ his character. While 
academically he did not excel, yet in matters of integrity 
and character he stood out, stood head and shoulders above 
his peers, with his staunch adherence to being truthful, 
compassionate, caring, respectful and God-fearing. These 
qualities became an inherent part of his nature to such an 
extent, that even though they lay dormant for years, he 
could summon them up later in moments of trial and they 
helped him confront problems that defied conventional 
solutions. These virtues grew to such an enormous stature 
that he was a living personification of them. 
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It is true that on one occasion by peer pressure, he was 
forced to accompany them to a brothel. But the guilt of this 
left him in such a moral dilemma that he walked out, full of _ 
regret and shame for this transgression. 


Realisation of the immorality of these stray episodes 
of clandestine indulgences, laid the foundations of his moral 
principles which became firmly entrenched in him. These 
strongly embedded principles later enabled him to face 
difficult situations in life, without succumbing to a 
compromise on his sense of morality, ethics and justice. 
Satya (Truth), ahimsa, compassion and a “non academic 
analytical mind” were some of his strengths that only 
grew in years to come, concepts that he related to with 
uncompromising conviction. Everything that Mohandas 
achieved and became later in life, was the result of the 
strong moral influence of his parents in his childhood. 


After matriculating from high school, Mohandas 
sought admission in Samaldas College, Bhavnagar. But he 
was unable to settle down and he returned home. A family 
friend suggested he become a barrister by going to England. 
With this qualification it was felt that he would be able to 
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take his father’s place in state service. This idea strangely 
appealed to Mohandas. ~ 


If one were to objectively review this event in his life, 
it is indeed baffling that he undertook this trip. He did not 
have an illustrious academic career at school to justify 
going to college in England. He did not speak English 
fluently enough to mingle in English society. For someone 
who shunned even the company of his own classmates, how 
would he settle down in a strange country, with unfamiliar 
customs, inclement weather and above all, the almost non 
availability of vegetarian food ? In spite of such enormous 
odds, Mohandas emboldened himself to go to England and 
study law. Perhaps the spirit of challenge was latent in him. 
But his orthodox mother expressed her reluctance to let him 
go. This resulted in a stalemate. Unable to resolve the 
predicament, his mother, Putlibai, sought the advice of a 
Jain monk. He suggested a way out by administering three 
vows to Mohandas - not to touch meat, alcohol and women. 
With the family now reconciled to his overseas college 
education, it appeared that all was well. However, this was 
not acceptable to people from his community, as crossing 
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the oceans was considered contaminating. Young 
Mohandas once again exhibited, at a young age, that he was 
made of sterner stuff. He was prepared to ignore the threat, 
even ifit meant excommunication from the caste. So in 1888 
he finally set sail for England at the age of 18. 
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IN ENGLAND - The Dawning Of Confidence 


Allalone and in a far away land, Mohandas confronted 
problems that he was not used to handling. He found 
himself grappling with a sense of inferiority. For most of the 
day, he felt alone, felt unable to relate with the British, their 
ways and their lifestyles, not to mention the additional 
problem of being a strict vegetarian. This confusion made 
him find ways and means to gain a degree of acceptance, 
weird as they seemed to him. He embarked on a spree of 
splurging on the best of English clothing, enrolling for 
dance classes, violin lessons, learning French, taking 
elocution lessons, all in the hope that he would appear 
normal in the eyes of the British. 


These did not have the desired effect. They were not 
natural to him and as was his nature, they led him to some 
amount of introspection. He began to question these new 
ways. It did not take him long to realise the futility of aping 
the Englishman. He realised that the purpose of his visit to 
England was to qualify as a barrister and not live in England. 
The guilt he felt in asking his elder brother to finance these _ 
luxuries made him conclude that he should pursue his 
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studies more seriously and to be constantly conscious of the 
purpose of his stay in England. 


While studying for his law degree in the University 
College of London, Mohandas had a couple of interactions 
with a certain Prof. Peters, who, it appeared, disliked him. 
~ On one occasion during lunch, Mohandas took his tray and 
attempted to sit next to the Professor. Seeing this, the 
Professor remarked that a bird and a pig do not sit together 
to eat. Mohandas was unruffled and in a calm voice replied, 
“You do not worry Professor. I’ll fly away” and moved to 
another table, leaving the professor seething with rage. 


On another occasion, Mohandas was submitting his 
answer paper during an exam. Professor Peters snatched it 
from his hand and wrote on it the word, “idiot” and returned 
the paper back to him. Mohandas was unperturbed by this 
show of hatred, as he slowly returned to his seat. In a few 
moments he got back and while returning the paper to the 
Professor, said that, he had signed the answer sheets, but not 
given him his grades. 


Living in an alien country, Mohandas was forced to be 
independent by following many rules and regulations. One 
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such discipline that he imposed on himself was to 
balance his daily expenses every evening thus making 
him accountable for every penny he spent. It also made 
him thrifty. Being frugal had its own indirect advantages, as_ 
he would walk almost eight to ten miles every day, to eat at 
vegetarian restaurants. This helped in keeping him healthy 
during his stay in England. The habit of following a strict 
vegetarian diet brought him close to many Englishmen who 
shared the same concern for their diet. It resulted in him 
forming a Vegetarian Society in which he took an active 
role. 


He soon learnt the art of discussing within the Society, 
skillfully steering the members to his way of thinking and 
more than all this, moulded his inherent leadership 
qualities, all of which were to develop him to face his future 
life. He got his first exposure to learning to organise and 
help in conducting the affairs of the Society. At a personal 
level, these qualities brought a profound change in his 
personality, but none still that could portend the greatness 
he would eventually achieve. The way he conducted his life, 
tackling personal issues, living within the framework of the 
three vows he had taken on the eve of his departure to 
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England, strengthened his respect for truth, a path, which he 
- decided to tread with unflinching commitment. 


He applied himself to study with total application and 
stern commitment. In nine months, Mohandas completed 
reading the common law of England and he read Roman 
law in Latin. He also picked up sufficient French. The law 
exams were easy and the examiners were forgiving and 
generous. With his passing in 1891 he was called to the Bar 
: and two days thereafter he set sail for India, after staying in 
England for three years. For reasons best known to him, this 
interlude in England does not find much attention in his 
autobiography. 
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Short Disappointing Interlude In India 


On returning to India he was informed about the sad 
demise of his dear mother. This shattered him and he was: 
deeply grieved. But he never gave in to emotion. He had 
sufficient willpower to internalise his grief. Many of her 
traits, attitudes and beliefs had, in a very significant way, 
become an integral part of his psyche. 


On his elder brother’s advice, he then set out to make a 
career as a lawyer. He stayed on in Bombay. But he could 
not make much progress. When he stood up to argue his first 
case, he was unable to utter a single word and the shame that 
he experienced from this failure, made him return to his 
hometown, Rajkot. Here he took up petty assignments such 
as drafting and registrations, but none of them seemed to 
justify his foreign qualification in law. There was a general 
mood of despondency at home due to this. During this 
predicament, an opportunity presented itself. Through his 
brother’s contacts, he was offered a brief to go to South 
Africa for one year, to assist Dada Abdulla & Co. in a 
lawsuit. 
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South Africa - The Blossoming Of His Moral Principles 


Mohandas was still the same timid and shy boy he had 
always been. But added to this was the disappointment in 
his legal career. He was at a crossroad. Once again, we see 
the surfacing of that unmistakable trait of confronting a 
challenge and a stance of defiance that had become a part of 
his essential being. He accepted the offer and in April 1893 
set sail for South Africa. His dream was to make a fortune, to 
prove to his loving and kind brother, that he could stand on 
his own legs and support his family. But destiny had 
something else in store. 


Most of us, without exception, go through situations in 
life when we are insulted, ill treated, disrespected and 
humiliated. Such instances leave us full of regret and 
remorse and often seething with anger and resentment. 
These emotions continue to stay with us, even after the 
incident has passed, leaving us fragile and broken, as we 
allow ourselves to wallow in self pity. How many of us are 
able to detach ourselves from the agony of the tormenting 
moment? Can we use the “muscle of our mind” to calmly 
think with clarity, determine with conviction, while we are 
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reeling with rage? Can we stand up to the insulting affront to 
our dignity and draw from our reserves of courage and 
resilience, to find in this a hidden opportunity to convert 
stumbling blocks into stepping stones? 
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Disheartening But Transformative Experiences 


A poignant incident occurred in the life of Mohandas, 
within a week of his landing at Durban. He had to appear ina 
lawsuit in Pretoria and a first class train ticket was 
purchased for him. At 9 pm the train reached Maritzburg 
where a white passenger boarded the train. This passenger 
immediately objected to the presence of a “coloured” man 
and ordered the policeman on duty to evict Mohandas from 
the bogey. An altercation ensued with Mohandas refusing to 
leave the compartment. This eventually resulted in the 
policeman forcibly throwing Mohandas out and his 
baggage being taken away by the rail authorities. 


As he lay there on the station platform, thrown out 
unceremoniously by the guard and physically hurt, more 
than the bruises on his body was the insult to his self-esteem 
and dignity. He wondered what wrong he had done to be 
treated in this callous and insolent manner. Can the colour of 
one’s skin deny one the right to be treated as a normal 
human being? 


He never let the contemptuous treatment stop him 
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from thinking. There would be enough time to indulge in 
regret and remorse for the ignominy that he was forced to 
suffer. But for now, he had two options before him. The first | 
was to meekly accept the insult, as part of one’s destiny. 
After all, what can an aggrieved individual do, to correct 
this malignancy that had infected a whole nation? The other 
_ option was to courageously stand up and assert one’s right. 


If, despite having a valid first class ticket, he could be 
thrown out of the carriage, it made him wonder about the 
unfortunate plight of his fellow countrymen in India, the 
weak and meek, in much worse situations, living lives of 
deprivation, poverty, ignorance and illiteracy. How would 
they be undergoing this daily torture? His compassionate 
nature infused him with a rare sense of courage, one that 
knew no fear. Even as he lay dazed on the station 
platform, his sense of justice and righteousness made 
him vow that one day he must address this issue and find 
a way out. Many years later, in an interview, when he was 
asked to identify “the most creative experience” in his life, 
Mohandas chose the episode of the night in Maritzburg 
station. 
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The next day he continued his train journey, without 
any mishap. The last part of the journey had to be 
undertaken by a stagecoach. Once again Mohandas was a 
victim of racial prejudice when he was refused a seat inside 
the coach along with other passengers and was asked to be 
seated outside with the coachman on a box. Mohandas 
condescended to the insulting treatment, lest he miss the 
coach. As the journey progressed, matters became worse as 
the white conductor wanted to smoke and desired to occupy 
Mohandas’ seat outside. Mohandas refused to oblige and 
this infuriated the conductor who began to shower blows on 
him. Mohandas held on to his seat refusing to yield and at 
the same time, refrained from retaliating. Strangely, he did 
not even try to defend himself. This was another trait of 
his, never to show anger even in the face of extreme 
provocation, which won him admiration of even his 
enemies. The brutal behavior of the conductor aroused the 
indignation of the other passengers who intervened and 
subdued the conductor. 


This incident proved to the young Mohandas that the 
earlier episode on the train the previous day was no 
exception. It exposed a malaise that had plagued a whole 
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nation, a deep-rooted malicious contempt for social justice, 
born out of colour prejudice and racial discrimination. 
These incidents turned out to be his initial experiences of | 
oppressive racial snobbery. 


The collective impact and intensity of these two 
incidents, occurring within a span of a day, triggered the 
biggest transformation in the life of the 24 year-old 
Mohandas. It was his moment of epiphany, as it radically 
altered his focus in life. From seeking to gratify a personal 
ambition of succeeding as a lawyer and amassing a fortune, 
he found himself on a diametrically opposed path. Money 
no longer was his goal. 


These events propelled an ordinary barrister into 
becoming one of the most revered human beings that ever 
lived. It was the beginning of the transformation of the once 
timid and shy person into the making of a formidable one- 
man army. It was with this attitude of defiance that he 
mustered the whole Indian nation, in an unprecedented 
uprising against the insolent might of an intoxicated ruling 
class and succeeded in obtaining India’s freedom from 
British rule. A magnificent achievement indeed - replacing 
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an imperialistic power that literally ruled the world till then 
and with the arrogance and audacity to proclaim that the 
“sun never set on the British Empire”. 
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Gandhi The Political Leader is Born. 


Within a week of his arriving in Pretoria in South 
Africa, Gandhi called for a meeting of all Indians when he _ 
made his first public speech. The thrust of the talk was to 
make the audience come together on a common platform as 
Indians and make them aware of their status. He also 
exhorted them to be truthful in their business, hygienic in 
their lifestyle and particularly appealed to them to improve 
their sanitary facilities (reflected today as “Swachh 
Bharat”), learn to speak English and above all, dissolve 
their internal differences, forged out of communal thinking. 
He also wanted to make this an entity to safeguard Indian 
interests. This concern for fellow Indians made him very 
popular and in a short time, there was almost no one who 
did not know of the young lawyer, Gandhi. 


The proposed association of Indians in a foreign land 
appealed to them instantly and it was decided to form a 
permanent organisation to help secure their rights and 
privileges, which hitherto was almost non-existent. They 
wanted Gandhi to organise monthly meetings and conduct 

the affairs of the association, for which they offered a 
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monthly remuneration in the form ofa salary. This was flatly 
refused by Mohandas, as being paid to do a public work 
did not go with his moral sense. A solution was soon found 
in which the local business community would first offer 
their legal briefs to Mohandas as a means to secure his 
livelihood. The name of the association was “Natal Indian 
Congress.” 


The active involvement in running Natal Indian 
Congress served to groom the young lawyer for bigger 
projects and activities. It provided an opportunity to hone 
his skills in administration, organisation, legal arguments, 
drafting memorandums to the Government, addressing — 
gatherings and above all leading large masses of humanity. 
This made him an outstanding and prosperous lawyer and a 
renowned Indian political figure. His fame had reached both 
England and India. 


While all this was transforming Gandhi, from the shy 
and timid person he was, into a lawyer of stature, he never 
forgot the main purpose of his coming to South Africa. 
Gandhi applied himself to the professional assignment and 
studied the books of accounts of his client with great 
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diligence. His sensitivity to human feelings and suffering 
in particular, made him realise the futility of protracted 
litigation. He was convinced that there could be no real 
gain in this approach of settling differences between two 
parties, as suing each other would ensure that they drift 
apart eternally. Gandhi boldly decided to abandon the 
litigation process and chose to pursue a form of settlement 
between the aggrieved parties by mutual negotiation and 
arbitration. He succeeded at the cost of a considerable 
income that would have otherwise come to him. He relied 
on his belief that there is a better side to human nature that 
had been temporarily side-tracked and if he could appeal to 
the heart of each litigant, to cast aside their trivial 
differences and ego, harmony could be restored. 


This line of thinking clearly highlighted the 
compassionate nature inbuilt in Gandhi. It also 
confirmed that native streak of courage that enabled 
him to break free from conventional approaches like 
following the dictates of one's heart over one's intellect, 
a heart that was full of love and compassion, even for his 
legal or political opponents. It also highlighted the fact 
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that he was not greedy and avaricious. It also established 
him as a negotiator of great skill and competence. The 
success of these out-of-court settlements made him adopt 
this in more than a few hundred cases in his legal career, due 
to which his reputation as a lawyer grew and made him a 
much sought after legal counsel. 


Having accomplished the purpose of his coming to 
South Africa by settling the assigned lawsuit within a year, 
he decided to return to India. A farewell dinner was 
organised in his honour by Seth Abdullah. In the course of 
the evening, a discussion centered around a news item that 
appeared in the local newspaper, causing Gandhi to remark 
that if the envisaged legislation prohibiting Indians from 
casting their vote were to become a reality, it would be “the 
first nail in the coffin” for the Indian community. This 
remark opened the eyes of those present and they 
collectively implored Gandhi to help them in preventing this 
fundamental right from being taken away. Gandhi offered 
his legal services to prohibit the proposed enactment and for 
this he agreed to stay on for an additional month, little 
realizing that this assignment would suck him totally into 
local politics and change his entire outlook on life. The 
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month that he had agreed to overstay, eventually extended 
to almost 20 years! 


The seeds of his political career were sown here in 
South Africa. It focused and sharpened his thinking, set 
him decidedly on the path of truth, nonviolence and civil 
disobedience. It brought out his skills as a competent — 
organiser; it honed his latent talent in tactfully 
confronting what is wrong and above all, his charm in 
mustering hordes of ill-treated humanity to his levels of 
intellectual conviction. Perhaps what augmented this 
appeal and charisma was how well he blended his spiritual 
convictions and moral principles in his political life. 


In the three years thereafter, Gandhi became a 
champion of Indian labour. He could not bear to see their 
suffering. Alongside his legal practice, he incessantly 
fought for the social rights of immigrant Indian labour, 
represented before the authorities in repealing severe tax 
levies, improving working conditions and a host of 
connected issues. Importantly, and as was typical of 
Gandhi, he also made the Indians conscious of their 
obligations and responsibilities. He urged them to make 


36 


Gandhi 


suitable alterations in their lifestyle and living habits so that 
they would be more acceptable to the Europeans. All this 
was not easy. 


In 1896, Gandhi took six months leave to go to India to 
fetch his family. He went home to Rajkot and even here, he 
continued his work, by writing a pamphlet on Indian 
grievances in South Africa. 10,000 copies were printed and 
distributed to every political party to make them aware of 
the deplorable conditions that Indians were subjected to. 
This was followed by a visit to Bombay, where he held a 
public meeting on the subject of South Africa. The great 
success of this meeting took him on to Poona and Madras. 


In the midst of this, he received a cable from South 
Africa requesting him to return immediately. His response 
was instant. But on arriving in Durban, there was a general 
outcry against his return, as by then, the local press had 
made exaggerated reports of his efforts to rouse Indian 
public opinion against the authorities in South Africa 


About this time in 1899, the Boer war broke out 
between the Dutch settlers and the British. It was Gandhi's 
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conviction that if he demanded equal rights as a British 
citizen, then it was also his duty to participate in the defence 
of the British Empire. The war lasted four years and as. 
expected, there was a tremendous loss of human life. Gandhi 
showed his sense of propriety and duty at this critical 
juncture, by taking side with the British. He succeeded in 
mobilising an Ambulance Corps in which 300 Indians 
volunteered with 800 indentured labour, in transporting 
injured soldiers to the base hospital. All this took place under 
enemy fire and often they had to walk 25 miles ina day! 


It seemed strange that a lawyer would abandon his 
professional pursuit, to care, treat and nurse injured soldiers. 
There had to be something more than to merely please the 
English. This love to serve mankind perhaps had its origin 
in Gandhi's nursing of his ailing father. The passion with 
which he acquitted himself and motivated the rest of his 
corps, was truly admirable. On the one side, the indentured 
labour suffered at the hands of the British and here they were 
ready to risk their lives, to serve their oppressors, the British 
themselves. For an illiterate, this was not easy. What they did 
speaks immensely of Gandhi’s leadership qualities that had 
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already begun to manifest. If we think about it, how many 
of us would like to serve our enemy in the name of duty? 


This selfless service won the appreciation of the 
British, who honoured Gandhi and some of his comrades 
with War Medals. 
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SATYAGRAHA - The Chosen Weapon For 
Emancipation 


On returning from the Boer War, Gandhi immersed 
himself in reading the Transvaal Government Ordinance 
that came to be known as the “Asiatic Registration Act” 
passed in 1907 and was dismayed to find that if the Indians 
accepted it, it would spell absolute ruin for them. It was 
aptly branded as the “Black Act”. The implications of this 
enactment made Gandhi to say that it is, “better to die, than 
to submit to sucha law”. ; 


This law was a logical outcome of the apprehensions 
of the British, who looked at Indians as a threat to their 
supremacy, as the Indians were well organised and perhaps 
as clever. So they responded to this by changing the laws: 
imposing restrictions on Indians from opening shops in 
certain locations, preventing their children from seeking 
admission in certain schools and buying homes in certain 
localities, from entering certain parks, hotels, train 
compartments and even to the extent of disallowing 
marriages, solemnised in South Africa within the Indian 
community which consisted of Hindus, Parsis and 
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Muslims. Every Indian was obliged to carry his 
registration certificate at all times, as they could be 
accosted, not only on the street, but even subjected to 
inspection in their homes. 


This discrimination borne out of racial prejudice was 
an insult to which no self respecting Indian citizen could 
bow down to. In this context it could be said with certainty 
that in the fight against apartheid Gandhi was the 
pioneer in the world. 


Scientific inventions and medical discoveries had 
unquestionably positioned man at the top-most rung in the 
ladder of evolution. But when it came to conflict resolution, 
men failed miserably to live up to their exalted status. They 
became barbarians. They failed to apply the logic that their 
superior intellect convinced them that those living around 
the equator would necessarily have darker skins. Can a 
natural phenomenon such as the colour of one's skin deny 
these people equal status with others? 


Obviously the issue before him was how to fight this 
law and which entity should be entrusted to fight it? The 
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consensus of opinion suggested that a separate organisation 
was to be formed and it was named, “Passive Resistance 
Association”. However, the patriotic fervor of the Indians 
prompted the members to opine that an English name would 
blunt their efforts to oppose the Black Act. After 
considerable deliberation it was finally felt that it would be 
called “Satyagraha” meaning, a Force which is borne of 
Truth and Love. 


World history is replete with instances when a 
discontented person or group of individuals, are forced to 
confront a superior authority. This generally leads to an 
armed confrontation. Such an approach conformed to the 
law of the survival of the fittest, a condition reminiscent of 
the days of pre-civilisation. But the fittest who survived, 
need not necessarily be right. This coupled with the 
mindless violence in seeking a simple solution, to resolve a 
conflict, belied man's status in the living world as the most 
evolved of all species. Apart from being endowed with a 
superior intellect, man also had a mind from which he was 
capable of evolving concepts such as truth, love, 
compassion, empathy etc. 
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The genius of Gandhi soon forged a solution, befitting 
our supreme stature in.the world of living beings. This 
approach obviously was heavily influenced by his 
upbringing and childhood, influenced as it was with his 
mother's saintliness. Her open mind and her deep reverence 
for Jainism, had led her to imbibe a fundamental tenet of 
Jainism referred to as Ahimsa, or Non-violence. Then there 
was the poignant incident of a confession that he had made 
to his father, regretting stealing money from the servants at 
home. The dignified manner in which his father handled the 
situation, gave him his first experience into the profound 
meaning of forgiveness, ahimsa, tolerance, empathy, 
restraint and love. In addition, there were also many 
instances in Indian history when “passive resistance” was 
effectively employed. The magic formula that emerged 
from all this, that was stored away in his sub-conscious 
mind, manifested in Gandhi finding a workable approach, 
to protest against the obnoxious provisions of the Black 
Act. 


The campaign started with moderate means such as 
memorandums, appeals and petitions. Gandhi was 
convinced about the utter inadequacy of these attempts and 
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finally decided to confront the bull by the horns, by courting 
arrest, by defying the law. 


This concept existed in India in varying forms and was 
known as “dharana” (an individual act of resistance) and 
“hartal” (a collective act of protest). So it could be said that 
this collective passive protest, was not truly unique, as it 
had its roots in an Indian tradition, the only difference being 
that these protestors, Satyagrahis, were defiantly adamant 
and not going to give up, even if it meant imprisonment. 


Obviously the state was not going to sit quietly and be 
a silent spectator to this spectacle of a mass of humanity, 
showing scant regard for the law. Repression could come in 
two forms, arrest or the use of violence to dispel the 
protestors. The easier option was to confront the protestors 
with the intention to bodily harm them, so that they would 
retreat. But in the ensuing frenzy, matters would usually get 
out of hand, as the protestors were made of sterner stuff and 
none fleeing. They stood their ground with stoic 
determination, oblivious to the threat of being beaten 
brutally and calmly offered themselves against the ruthless 
efficiency of the baton - wielding police. In the mindless 
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violence that ensued, many in the front who peacefully 
stood their ground, were beaten mercilessly and died 
instantly from cracked skulls. 


Perhaps, what sent shivers down the spine of the 
police, was the fact that, none of the protestors ever 
retaliated and what is even more note worthy, is that they did 
not even try to defend themselves. This show of grit and 
courage was hitherto never seen. Such people, oblivious to 
the extreme provocation, exhibited unflinching loyalty, 
obedience and total restraint, as the fatal blows were 
mercilessly showered on them. How many of us can 
successfully fight the temptation to drive off an innocuous 
mosquito, that alights on us? Self preservation and survival 
is a basic instinct of any living being. Even a person 
attempting suicide by hanging, eventually strives to loosen 
the knot, as the struggle for air intensifies. 


Gandhi had this exceptionally rare quality that 
could make heroes and martyrs out of ordinary men, 
illiterate men, men who could not fortify themselves 
through intellectual conviction of a principle, men who 
believed that survival depended on retaliation. Such 


45 


Awesome evolution 


total surrender could only be possible because of the 
aura of saintliness that surrounded Gandhi. 


Satyagraha, as propounded by Gandhi, seemed 
incongruous to most. His resentment against the iniquity of 
a certain law placed him on a war path against the 
concerned authority. But his objectivity never let him direct 
his anger or wrath at the lathi wielding policeman, whose 
action he justified by saying that they were merely carrying 
out their orders. This was indeed a rare quality in a man, 
determined to resist any wrong, at the same time, 
restrained at showing any hatred towards those deputed 
to carry out the orders, for whom he could still have 
feelings of love. This subtle perception won him sincere 
admiration and respect from his opponents. “Hate the sin, 
but love the sinner” as he would say. 


This halo glowed even more brightly, as Gandhi 
constantly aimed to purify himself, a pursuit that remained 
a life-long pre-occupation. His relentless search for truth 
and purity in his thoughts, words and deeds, prompted 
him to adopt Brahmacharya (celibacy) and poverty as 
prerequisites to succeed in this effort. 
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To help the reader better understand the full impact of 
Satyagraha, imagine a mother struggling to chastise her 
naughty child. If all else fails, the mother would then, as a 
final resort, threaten the child by refusing to have her food, 
till the child behaves itself. The child is unable to come to 
terms with this and corrects itself. What applies within a 
family, applies equally at the level of a community and what 
is efficacious at the community level, applies even at the 
national level. 


At this point it must be noted that Gandhi was no 
longer wedded to his profession with an ambition to prosper 
in it. He had already achieved that with notable success. A 
dramatic shift had occurred in his mind at that stage in his 
life. The plight of his downtrodden countrymen in South 
Africa aroused his sense of compassion and he decided that 
he would hence forth fight till justice and fair play were 
bestowed to them. This new preoccupation, to which he 
stayed steadfastly associated, remained with him till he 
breathed his last in India. From practicing law at one stage 
to make money, he now practised law to fight for human 
rights. 
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Gandhi The Gentle Giant In The Gym. 


If there was one message that came out with 
resounding authority, it was just this, that Gandhi was not to" 
be taken lightly, as gentle and unassuming were his words 
and approach - yet he was a gentle giant. The explosive 
power that lay dormant within his frail frame that barely 
tipped the scales over two digits (in pounds), belied the first 
appearance anyone had of him. His knockout punch was his 
smile, toothless later on. Here was a tenacious fighter who 
grappled with his adversary with love. Here was an 
opponent who stood his ground against formidable foes, 
with just one weapon, the weapon of justice. South Africa 
was the gym where this fighter trained, not to develop his 
muscles, but to strengthen his will power, his courage, his 
discipline. The world has not seen another who could fight 
harder. 


Among the various means adopted by Gandhi to fight 
for equality of the Indians, was the weekly journal, “Indian 
Opinion”. This was started in 1903 from Durban. Apart 
from being an effective medium to disseminate information 
to overseas readers in India and England, it was a 
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convenient platform to expound his ideas and thoughts. Its 
readership extended to almost every Indian in South Africa 
as it was published both in English and Gujarati. Like any 
other mass communication media, it had its problems, as it 
sought to establish itself as a bench mark of true journalistic 
ethics. 


On one of his trips to the press in Durban, Gandhi was 
presented a copy of John Ruskin's, “Unto this last” by his 
friend Polak. Gandhi being the curious seeker, incessantly 
in search for truth, straight away started reading the book. 
The contents resonated with his inner conviction and he 
spent the entire night reading the book in the train. 


This simple incident had a profound effect on his mind 
and he alighted from the train journey, a transformed man. 


Setting aside the agenda of the visit to the press, the 
first thing Mohandas did was to discuss this profound 
realisation, with the English editor, Mr. Albert West. The 
moment Gandhi found that these thoughts were endorsed by 
Mr. West, he went into action. 
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In a matter of two days, Gandhi bought a tract of land 
fourteen miles from Durban, in a place called Phoenix. The 
press and offices of the, “Indian Opinion”, along with the — 
staff, were shifted there. Every member shared in the 
general upkeep of the settlement and during their free time, 
worked in the press. A uniform wage of three pounds was to 
be paid to each member as a monthly allowance. 


The underlying principle, one which he had absorbed 
from Ruskin, was that the dignity of labour transcended any 
distinction between different forms of work. A lawyer 
working in his chambers was no different from a farmer 
tilling the soil. The value of any work sincerely done, placed 
all on the same footing. 


This resulted in more bonding within the group, 
which led to greater harmony. By coming together, living 
together, sharing responsibilities, in short caring for 
each other within the community with common 
objectives, resulted in the members of the commune 
enjoying pure, unadulterated happiness. Such 
community living resulted in a simpler life style for all, with 
reduced wants and automatically less hankering after so 
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_ called luxuries. Through community living, self sufficiency 
was ensured and if basic needs were met, happiness was 
assured for all, not just a few individuals. This lifestyle of 
toil and sacrifice ultimately made one more refined and 
pure. In short, it took one closer to God. Gandhi's family, 
who were staying in Johannesburg, shifted to Phoenix. 
But it was to his regret, that he could not spend more 
time in Phoenix, which was his creation, resulting from 
his deep inner longing to experiment in finding ways of 
enhancing happiness in one's life. 


In the midst of pursuing his legal career and the 
experiments at Phoenix settlement, were the enormous 
demands of public service. At this juncture came about a 
very important event in Gandhi's life which had far reaching 
_ changes. The Zulu rebellion had erupted and Gandhi 
decided to support the Natal government. Those 6 weeks 
constituted a very important part of his life, as it was the 
* cause for some permanent major changes from then on. It 
made him look inward, hoping this introspection would 
help discover better methods, by which his efforts in public 
service could be made more effective. It was his conviction 
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that if he decided to devote himself for the good of the 
community, there could be no time for distractions, 
which to him, included his family and his profession. 


So he ruthlessly detached himself from both, even 
though they were an integral part of his identity in society. 
The cause of public good was more important from now on 
in his life than perhaps anything else. The only way he 
could detach himself from these strong bonds, was by 
exercising extreme self-control and restraint, which again, 
opened new vistas in his life. This took the severe form of 
celibacy and renouncing his professional practice. On the 
eve of his departure from India, almost 23 years ago, he was 
administered three vows by a Jain monk. The only 
difference this time was that, Gandhi could administer them 
himself. That was the extent to which he could wield 
control over his mind. 


This ceaseless process of seeking to evolve as a 
perfect being had its roots in the Bhagavad Gita, which 
Gandhi acknowledged was like a trusted reference to him 
on human behaviour. The ultimate goal was to be free of 
passion, in not just speech and action, but to finally be able 
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to refine one's thoughts to a sublime level. From the 
Bhagavad Gita, Gandhi got an insight into what was 
required, to be able to qualify as a “Karma Yogi”. While 
one could be perceived to be a saint, judged from one's 
outward behaviour such as speech and action, to be able to 
discipline the inner most recesses of the mind, one's 
thoughts, was a herculean task. 


The rigours of self discipline and self denial to 
which he constantly subjected himself, were a kind of 
detoxification process, which he came to believe would 
ultimately improve his perception and decision making 
capability. The ideal method to confront these temptations 
was to steer clear of their path by a solemn promise made to 
oneself to refrain from falling prey to them. It was his 
conviction that a vow actually set one free. This act of 
renunciation ironically was not restrictive, but provided a 
relieving sense of freedom. Without a vow, one could be 
constantly grappling with temptation, leaving one forever 
restless and agitated. It also empowered the taker of the vow 
to reap immense capabilities and power that could be 
channelised to fulfill ones objectives. 
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As political pressure mounted in India, he had taken a 
many as 11 solemn promises and pledges. This obsessiot 
with self purification increased the aura that enhanced hi 
saintliness, which ultimately won India its freedom. 


However, the civil disobedience movement failed t 
make any impression on the South African authorities, wh« 
were determined to make life for the Indians even mor 
miserable. Instead of being cowed down by these newe 
measures, the steps to confront them became even mort 
concerted. The renewed vigour of the Satyagraha movemen 
resulted in greater numbers of Indians courting arrest. 


But this also came with its own problems, since til 
now all Satyagrahis were men. Their arrest and subsequent 
imprisonment resulted in their families facing problems o1 
survival. So it was decided to pay the family an allowance. 
during the period of imprisonment of the bread winner 
Another option was to shift those families to Phoenix 
Settlement, but this had to be abandoned due to logistical 
problems. When the number of those in jail exceeded 2,500 
the system of allowances to the family became too costly. So 
finally Gandhi's friend Kallenbach, a German Jew, came 
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forward and offered to house these families in a 1,100 acre 
orchard he bought for the purpose. This piece of land was 
named after the Russian writer Count Leo Tolstoy, whose 
book The Kingdom of God Is Within You left a profound 
impact on Gandhi's mind. This settlement was called 
Tolstoy Farm. 


The experience gained in Phoenix Settlement came in 
handy. A simple yet durable design was created for housing 
the hundreds of people that came to live on it. The structure 
was so designed that it could be built by the inmates of the 
farm. All those fit enough for manual work, were assigned to 
agriculture, orchard farming, constructing accommodation, 
preparing foot wear, educating children, cooking, including 
scavenging and all other activities essential to living. The 
key principle was to be self sufficient, in an environment 
where dignity of labour was an accepted style of work and 
where people belonging to different communities and faith, 
lived in harmony, as an extended family. 


But very soon it was found that as the Satyagraha 
movement spread, with more and more Indians taking to it, 
the Satyagrahis' absence from home could extend to over a 
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year, with many serving four and five terms in jail, which in 
a lighter vein was referred to as being guests of King 
Edward’s Hotel! The enormous burden of subsidising the 
ever increasing cost of upkeep of their families finally 
resulted in the closure of Tolstoy Farm in 1913. At one stage 
when the authorities de-recognised marriages among 
Indians solemnised in India, even the women folk courted 
arrest, including Kasturba. This protest was spread over 
eight long years with an enormous amount of suffering, loss 
to property and human life. 


It was the genius of Gandhi, which kept modifying the 
process of protesting, as the situation demanded. At times he 
exhorted his followers to hawk their ware without obtaining 
a licence, at times it meant crossing colonial boundaries 
without a permit, at times it took the form of refusal to give 
thumb impression, at times the protestors would refuse to 
carry their registration certificates which was obligatory 
and such other acts that defied a rule or law. All these 
different forms of protest were attempted initially by 
individuals, then collectively by groups and finally in 
thousands by the community at large. Their unrelenting 
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attitude, even at the cost of imprisonment, is what gave the 
movement its awesome force, against which no power 
could assert its supremacy. 


The collective impact of such mass imprisonments 
eventually had its effect, when the Government of Transvaal 
finally relented and came out with The Indian Relief Bill. It 
recognised marriages solemnised in India. It abolished the 
annual fee of 3 pounds. It stated that the Government would 
hence forth refrain from unilaterally passing laws that 
affected Indians and all reasonable wishes of Indians would 
be respected. By conceding some of the demands of the 
Indian community, there was all round rejoicing, but what 
emerged as an even bigger victory, was the acceptance of 
Satyagraha as a potent tool to confront wrong, in a 
peaceful and non violent way. It gained world - wide 
recognition, with Gandhi as its acknowledged exponent. 


The purpose of coming to South Africa was to 
represent his client Dada Abdullah and Company in a 
lawsuit and then set up a lucrative legal practice. This he 
achieved quite soon, but in the process, he realigned his 
priorities that seemed remote from his original plans. 


57 


Awesome evolution 


When he came in 1893 he was too timid and diffident 
to assert his individuality; he was a failure as a lawyer, but 
when it was time to return to India, he had become a 
legendary leader of the oppressed, recognised the world 
over. Accumulating material possessions was no longer his 
aim, as his practice had been quite successful. From now on 
it was to fight for human rights, equality, justice and fair 
play. The challenges he had to confront brought out his 
latent potential and when he finally decided to leave, he was 
fully equipped to take on the mighty British in India. So, on 
the 18" of July 1914, Gandhi with his wife Kasturba, finally 
left South Africa. They were both 45 years ofage. 
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Birth Of The Mahatma 


Gandhi and Kasturba arrived in India on the 9” of 
January 1915 where he was accorded a hero's welcome. He 
was by now a renowned personality in England, South 
Africa and India and was perhaps considered equal in 
stature with other Indian leaders of the time. 


On reaching Bombay, he reported to Gopal Krishna 
Gokhale, who as his mentor, had personally guided him, 
imparting in him a deeper understanding of India and the 
issues faced by Indians, as in reality Gandhi was still a 
stranger in his motherland. Gokhale urged him to take a year 
to travel and see the country to make an assessment of what 
India truly was. This advice proved to be of utmost 
importance and benefit to Gandhi with the year-long 
sabbatical helping him observe first-hand the conditions 
prevailing in the country. With these inputs he chalked out a 
programme that was to be his manifesto till his death. 


He listed out four objectives that he needed to 
address: 
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1. Freedom for a united India from the yoke of 
foreign rule. 


2. Struggle to be non-violent. 


3.Revival of the Indian cottage industry to 
eliminate the dependence on goods of 
British origin 

4. Eradication of untouchability. 


With his plans now clear, he went to live in 
Shantiniketan in Bengal, a community set up by India's first 
Nobel Laureate, Rabindranath Tagore to teach students in 
Art, Music, etc. They had heard of each other and had a high 
mutual regard for their individual achievements. Tagore, the 
great poet, it must be remembered, was the one to later give 
Gandhi the title of “Mahatma”. It was during his stay here 
that Gandhi got the sad news that his political mentor, 
Gokhale, had passed away in Poona. This came to him as a 
rude shock. He vented his grief by resolving to go barefoot 
for a year - such was the reverence he had for this great 
Indian political leader. 


His stay in Shantiniketan was again disturbed when a 
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poor farmer from Champaran, in Bihar, sought an audience 
with Gandhi to apprise him of the inhuman and deplorable 
conditions that were thrust upon the hapless labour. The 
tales of torture and misery moved Gandhi who decided to 
visit Champaran to evaluate the conditions and then decide 
on how to restore a balance acceptable to both sides. Gandhi 
met with the plantation owners, the British, and the 
indentured labour, and as per his conscience, arrived at an 
objective assessment of the prevailing conditions. 
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Satyagraha In India - The First Steps 


The inhuman treatment meted out to the indentured 
labour and the farmers in India was similar to what he had 
_ witnessed in South Africa. The confidence he had come to 
have in handling such a situation, where earlier, through 
Satyagraha he had successfully resisted the wrongdoers, 
prompted him to apply the same strategy in Champaran. 
The positive resolution of the conflict was a confirmation 
and acceptance of this method as a ‘weapon’ that worked, 
that too without any violence. It gained worldwide 
affirmation as it came to be adopted by many others who 
were oppressed across the globe. This victory in 1916 did 
much to restore the confidence of the poor Indian farmer. In 
a way it could be said that this was the first step in the 
struggle for Indian Independence. It was Gandhi's firm 
belief that the first condition for freedom was 'freedom from 
fear’ and this is what he along with Champaran's farmers 
achieved. 


Hardly had the Champaran issue been resolved, when 
Gandhi was asked to come to the rescue of the mill workers 
of Ahmedabad. Here again, as was his nature, he met both 
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parties, and having assimilated the problem, he decided ona 
course of action to bring the warring parties together. — 
Noting that the workers were the aggrieved side, he advised 
them to go on a Satyagraha, all along cautioning them to 
restrain themselves from choosing to pursue any form of 
violence. The management was unrelenting. The situation 
looked bleak with no solution in sight. 


While he could channelise and motivate hordes of his 
followers into concerted action, he also constantly sought 
ways and means of augmenting the efficacy of Satyagraha 
at a personal level. This quest led him to identifying a most 
potent weapon in the arsenal of Satyagraha, which was to 
take recourse to fasting. He found that, by inflicting 
severe punishment on himself, he could make amends 
for the violations of others. He also felt that fasting 
purified him and sharpened his sense of discrimination, 
which in turn gave him the courage to take right 
decisions. While his fasting seemed hardly connected to the 
transgressions of others, in reality it assumed the form of a — 
potent force that actually compelled his opponents to — 
withdraw or soften their stand. 
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To bring the two sides to the negotiating table, Gandhi 
decided to undertake a five-day fast, his first in India. On 
the third day of the fast, the management broke the 
deadlock and came forward to have a dialogue with the 

workers. The dispute was finally settled by arbitration, a 

concept which he had employed successfully in South 
Africa in 1893. His solution was a win-win situation for 
both, the mill owners and the labour. In all Gandhi 
undertook 17 fasts, the longest lasting a staggering 21 days. 
_ Initially they were undertaken for health reasons, then later 
as a means of repentance and for self-purification, and 
finally as a strategic weapon of Satyagraha. 


In Gujarat, another incident warranted his 
intervention. This was in Kheda district where the poor 
farmers could not pay their taxes as the prevailing famine 
condition had deprived them of any income. Once again the 
tactic of Satyagraha was adopted, but this time, under the 
direct supervision of Sardar Patel, whose services Gandhi 
had successfully solicited as his work at Champaran was 
still unfinished. The pressure forced the British to waive the 
collection of tax, much to the relief of the destitute peasants. 
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But more than this victory, was the fact that Satyagraha as a 
means to peacefully confront wrong was established with 
resounding success in India. This was the beginning of the 
nationwide acknowledgement of Gandhi's formidable 
political acumen. 


These three incidents, which took place in quick 
succession, all handled adroitly by him through Satyagraha, 
brought on the political map of India, a new force, a new 
face which would eventually and almost single - handedly, 
evict the mighty British from India. From fighting 
grievances of Indians at district levels, which provided him 
with undisputed credentials, he embarked on the national 
scene, with the daunting objective of getting India its 
Independence. By shifting his focus from the provincial to 
the national platform Gandhi had indeed come a long way 
from his days in South Africa. 


Mahatma 


Satyagraha - At The National Level 


Each event magnified the stature of the 'Mahatma’, as 
_ he had now come to be known. The Rowlatt Act of 1919 shot 
him into national prominence. The controversial Act vested 
the government with unilateral authority to arrest without 
trial, denying the arrested any right of appeal. Any speech or 
action could be deemed, on very subjective grounds, to be 
causing disorder and invoke the provisions of this new Act. 
This was totally abhorrent to the Mahatma, rousing his 
indignation. What perhaps shocked him was that inspite of 
recruiting troops for the British war effort for the First World 
War, here he was being branded as an enemy of the state. 
Since this was aimed at every Indian, it called for a nation- 
wide uprising. | 


This was an entirely new struggle insofar as it 
encompassed the length and breadth of the country. It called 
for a much larger and widespread effort, than anything 
hitherto attempted. The Mahatma travelled extensively to 
meet leaders both from the South and the North which 
included Rajagopalachari and Rajendra Prasad. The 
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Congress Party strangely did not endorse the Mahatma's 
views, as they still considered his proposal of recruiting 
Indians for the war effort as an unjustified sacrifice. But, as 
expected, this did not deter the Mahatma from his efforts. 
He succeeded in rallying the entire nation when he declared 
Sunday the 6" of April 1919 as a national hartal day. The 
result was a resounding success. There were massive rallies 
in most major towns. In Calcutta alone, two million people 
turned out. Sceptics became followers, including 
Jawaharlal Nehru. In the Mahatma a new national leader 
had emerged, much to the chagrin of the British. Visions of 
an Independent India now seemed a plausible reality. 


The success of this hartal all over India, unfortunately 
resulted in a series of individual acts of violence which 
swept the country. The element of total restraint explicitly 
implied in a Satyagraha could not be uniformly 
implemented as the mob instinct many a time resulted in 
retaliation leading to violence and killing. In Bombay and 
Ahmedabad there emerged confirmed reports of many 
Britishers being killed by angry mobs. 
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At the same time in Amritsar, which was not an 
exception to such killings, an English woman was assaulted 
and this incident enraged the local British commander, 
General Dyer, who was raring to take revenge. Fearing 
large-scale protests, General Dyer issued an order 
forbidding public meetings. Since it was issued only in 
English and not circulated in the local language, the local 
population remained unaware about it. They planned a 
mass rally of Hindus, Muslims and Sikhs, who congregated 
at a large open ground known as Jallianwala Bagh. Dyer 
was aware of this, but did not implement the ban and 
allowed almost 10,000 people to assemble. At this point, 
Dyer stationed armed troops at the only entry/exit point to 
the ground and then issued orders — fire to kill! The trapped 
innocent public could only offer themselves as fodder to the 
relentless firing, which finally claimed 357 lives with over a 
1,000 injured, official figures which were considered as 
grossly under-estimated. | 


The unprecedented brutality of this incident served to 
unite the nation in an outpouring of sympathy and the 
senseless killings ordered by Dyer was denounced 
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nationwide. It was a shameful blot on the British Raj and 
only helped hasten their final exit. Predictably, even as he 
denounced the Jallianwalla Bagh incident, the Mahatma 
offered help to the families of the Englishmen who lost their 
lives in the ensuing retaliation. In the same breath, he also 
blamed the Indians responsible for the mindless violence. 


He knew that his public acceptance of violence on 
the part of the Indian mobs would not go well with the 
image he was seen to command, but his staunch 
adherence to the principles of truth that he espoused did 
not restrain him from the prospect of losing a little 


popularity. 


The righteous force of Satyagraha as the ideal means 
to be adopted for freedom struggle received further impetus 
when the Indian National Congress endorsed it as its 
official policy. However, its implementation was fraught 
with risks, as the illiterate masses could, under extreme 
provocation, resort to indiscipline resulting in violence 
against the government officials. 


It was the year 1922 when the whole of India, 
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enamoured with the 'Non - Cooperation Movement, began 
expressing their resentment against the insidious provisions 
of the Rowlatt Act. At one such demonstration in favor of 
fair prices, in the town of Chauri Chaura in Gorakhpur 
district in the United Province, the protestors were beaten 
back by the police who also arrested a couple of leaders 
from the group. This lead to a larger confrontation with 
armed troops inducted to quell the mob fury. The warning 
shots fired in the air only served to whip up mob frenzy, 
forcing the police to now fire at the protestors killing three 
and wounding many. This outraged the public, who now 
were unable to restrain themselves. The police, seeing 
themselves outnumbered, sought shelter in the police 
station, which the mob set on fire, resulting in the death of 
23 Indian policemen. This was followed by sporadic 
incidents of violence in Bombay and Madras that compelled 
the government to impose martial law to bring the situation 
under control. 


Obviously, this gory incident had a traumatic effect on 
the Mahatma, who implicated himself as being responsible 
for this mindless blood bath. In retrospect, he felt he had 
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been impatient in his decision to implement Satyagraha. He 

realized that he would have to intensely train the masses to 

walk on the difficult path of non-violent protest. Till he felt 

confident about the Satyagrahis' peaceful approach, to 

remain unflinchingly non-violent whatever the 
circumstance, he announced a total suspension of 
-Satyagraha. To atone for this mass killing, he decided to go 

on a five-day fast. It finally resulted in the Mahatma being 

arrested, tried and given ajail sentence of six years. 


The masses were demoralised, as they were impatient 
to getrid of the British. But the Mahatma stood firm, saying 
that Chauri Chaura was a “divine warning” to say that the 
masses were not yet ready for a non-violent struggle for 
freedom. For the Mahatma, this was a core lesson in 
leadership. From perfecting the technique of confronting 
injustice by peaceful protests, this incident was an 
ignominious fall. He abhorred any form of violence and 
constantly exhorted his followers to adopt only peaceful 
means. He was against any form of protest in which one had 
- to forcefully retaliate to prove the opponent to be in the 
wrong. In Satyagraha, the aim was to extend a sense of 
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empathy and compassion towards the oppressors, so as to 
convert them as against coercing them. Transformation, not 
domination, was the honourable intent. 


The greatness of a man can be gauged from the way he 
handles his mistakes and failures. From advocating 
Satyagraha as a panacea to peacefully resolve all forms of 
confrontation, the Mahatma had no compunctions in 
suspending Satyagraha indefinitely. He confessed after the 
Chauri Chaura episode that it had failed miserably in 
achieving its objective because of the mindless killings that 
occurred in its wake. This confession and unconditional 
acceptance of the tragedy, was typical of the Mahatma, 
unlike others, who possibly would have come up with a 
justification or would have implicated others. This self- 
denouncement must have tarnished his otherwise 
unblemished image, but he remained indifferent to the harm 
that it caused his political career. It was more important to 
him to remain truthful, even at the cost of losing his 
political stature. 


The situation in India at this point was very 
discouraging. The failure of Satyagraha dampened the 
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spirits of the entire nation, and with the Mahatma 
acknowledging its failure, there was a sense of 
disillusionment with this demi - God, as the Indians had 
come to see him. The enthusiasm that had infected the 
country and made Independence seem so close, gave way to 
a mood of despondency. Communal feelings between 
Hindus and Muslims seemed to expose raw nerves on both 
sides. The Mahatma was also unable to bring together the 
factions within the Congress. On the other hand, Britain 
seemed to handle the situation with an iron hand, as the 
assaults and killings instilled a sense of fear which 
encouraged them to adopt even harsher measures. 


Ata personal level, the Mahatma was unable to come 
to terms with the violence that had erupted which had 
forced him to abandon Satyagraha. Facing a six-year term 
of imprisonment perforce removed him from the driver's 
seat, more so at a time when his presence seemed most 
necessary. The harsh measures brought on by the Rowlatt 
Act and the Jallianwala episode only incensed the Indians 
further who were already seething with rage and looking for 
any excuse to vent their pent up anger. While the Mahatma 
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was pondering on a future political move, he was stalled by 
his imprisonment at Yervada jail in Poona. He calmly 
resigned himself to his fate and made the most of the 
situation that was thrust upon him. 


Life in the jail was more harsh than expected. His 
charkha, by now a national symbol of Swadeshi and self- 
reliance, was taken away from him till he threatened to fast. 
Basic creature comforts were denied and very soon this 
began to affect his health. But his spirit could not be broken. 
He used his free time to read for six hours every day, 
prayed religiously, acquired skills and learnt new crafts, 
meditated, planned, reviewed the political scenario and 
wrote. He even extended his practice of observing silence 
every Monday to a whole week. This rigid routine had a 
rejuvenating effect on his frail constitution, till he had to 
undergo a minor surgery. The jail Superintendent waived the 
rest of the two years of his sentence, knowing full well, that 
while recouping, the Mahatma was in no state to travel and 
instigate the population to rise against the Raj. 
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Satyagraha Refined - The Master Stroke. 


However, the new and refreshed Mahatma that. 
emerged, having realigned his perspectives, was keen to 
make up for lost time. He had to act. He had to choose an 
issue that would bring the population of India together 
again in their avowed objective of freedom from foreign 
rule. It is here once again, we see the genius of the 
Mahatma. We see his uncanny ability to identify a 
‘symbol’ to focus on, convincing the multitude of Indians 
from different walks of life, different levels of literacy, 
different faiths, different economic stratus, uniting them in 
the pursuit of a common goal. What is it that would 
transcend all these distinctions and yet mobilize the vast 
population of the country as a single entity? He hit upon the 
symbol of 'salt'. 


By identifying salt as the focal point of the protest, he 
shrewdly included every Indian, particularly those who 
lived along India's extensive shorelines. The Raj in its zeal 
to assert its authority had decided that salt was no longer a 
commodity that could be collected freely and henceforth be 
subject to tax. 
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The “Salt Protest” was the precursor to other national 
movements that finally helped evict the Britishers from 
India. The protest consisted of the Mahatma defying the law 
for the first time in India by peaceful disobedience, by 
marching to Dandi, a distance of 240 miles from Sabarmati 
in Gujarat, with thousands of his followers. He set out on 
this historic campaign, initially with eight of his fellow 
Sabarmati ashramites, with the numbers swelling 
constantly as he passed through villages enroute. Although 
nearly 60 years old and frail, it was observed that those 
accompanying him had to literally run to keep pace with 
him. His practice of walking long distances in search of 
vegetarian restaurants in his early days at England came in 
handy during what came to be called the Dandi March’. 


All those who joined the protest march were told in 
very clear terms that they had to observe strict discipline and 
observe total restraint and passivity under provoking 
situations, even to the extent of being ready to lay down 
their lives. The Mahatma was looking for a flawless 
campaign this time and exhorted all followers not to shout 
slogans, not to curse and not to insult their opponents. Such 
was the total compliance he expected, even considering the 
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fending off blows as a form of violence! Through this 
extraordinary method of protest he was also highlighting to 
the world the contrasting unjust, tyrannical and brutal rule 
of the British Government. 


While the Mahatma and his followers marched to 
Dandi, Rajagopalachari in the South led a band of 
Satyagrahis to the Bay of Bengal, and in Khedda almost 
20,000 broke the law by gathering salt by moonlight. 
Retaliation was to follow with thousands jailed, including 
Jawaharlal Nehru and the Mahatma's two sons. From 
Dandi, the Mahatma proceeded to the salt depot at 
Dharasana, about 25 miles away, and was arrested the same 
night. When a week later the protestors set out to raid the 
depot led by Tyabji, a Muslim lawyer, the counter from the 
Raj was formidable, with almost 26 riflemen and 400 Indian 
police personnel. There was no firing, but many were 
arrested and the rest ordered to turn back. By then the news 
had spread and thousands from all over the country flocked 
to Dharasana in Gujarat. This time the confrontation was 
remarkably non-violent, with columns after columns of 
protestors willingly accepting a merciless battering. About 
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1,333 men were wounded, four fatally. Such inhuman and 
cold-blooded violence against peaceful protestors was 
hitherto unheard of and is considered key in the turning of 
the tide of public opinion worldwide against the rule of the 
British in India. 


The Mahatma had once again proved his ability to 
inspire thousands of illiterates to disregard their physical 
selves without being intellectually convinced as to why 
they were doing it. That was the extent and influence of his 
spiritual charisma. This staggering show of might through 
the unfamiliar and unexpected mass display of gentleness 
and love towards their British tormentors shook the rulers 
and left them dithering with indecision as to how they were 
to deal with this colossus of a man. 


This shameful episode forced the English to invite the 
Mahatma to Delhi to have talks with Lord Irwin, the then 
Viceroy of India, in March 1931. Negotiations over 16 days 
left the Mahatma satisfied as thousands who were jailed 
were set free, all confiscated land was returned, and those 
living along the coast could now make their own salt. 
Psychologically, it was a great confidence booster for all 
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Indians. They now enjoyed a certain equality with the Raj 
and could spell out their demands and claims. The Mahatma 
was able to re-establish his authority and became the hero 
who could never do any wrong. 


But the question still remained unanswered - how was 
India to free itself entirely from the shackles of the British? 
Lord Irwin was replaced by Lord Willingdon who was 
adamant, stubborn and ruthless. The Mahatma did not find 
him amenable to his pleas and was disappointed. The 
Congress was invited to a Round Table Conference in 
London. Since the Mahatma was nominated as the sole 
representative he had to attend it, though reluctantly. As 
expected it turned out to be a failure from India's point of 
view, but the Mahatma ingeniously used the opportunity to 
mingle with the English. He stayed in a community centre in 
East End, to be with the poor. He visited three industrial 
cities and mingled with the workers. His simplicity, 
humility and forthright manner of speaking won him many 
hearts. On being invited to tea by King George at 
Buckingham Palace, the Mahatma as usual was dressed in 
his loin cloth and wrap, which invited a comment as to 
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whether such a dress could be considered adequate when 
meeting the King. The Mahatma in his inimitable style 
replied that “the king had enough on for both of us!” 


The early 1930s were a lacklustre period. 
Untouchability continued to be the Mahatma's main 
concern, while the Congress only wanted Independence. 


The Raj began to adopt more severe and even violent 
means to suppress protests. Party leaders across India were 
arrested without warrants and jailed without trial. Ashrams 
were raided and curfew was imposed, newspapers were 
banned and funds of the Congress were seized. Almost 
75,000 were jailed. However, the Mahatma confined his 
attention to the social evil of untouchability. He started to 
refer to the untouchables as 'Harijans' or 'children of God! 
and while in jail he launched a new journal by the name of 
“Harijan” which he edited. In 1932, the Raj endorsed a new 
Indian Constitution that would separate the electorate by 
caste. The Mahatma viewed this as a permanent segregation 
by legal sanction, which would forever relegate the 
untouchables to the lowest strata of society. Such was the 
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intensity of his opposition to this retrograde legislation that 
he undertook a “fast unto death” to prevent it. By the sixth 
day the Raj withdrew it. As he said, it was his way “to offer 

my life as a final sacrifice to the downtrodden.” ) 


The iron hand that Willingdon used with utter disdain, 
cast ominous doubts on the future of Sabarmati as he began 
to seize the moveables of the Ashram against unpaid fines 
and taxes. The Ashram which was the Mahatma's abode for 
16 years had to be abandoned in 1933 and left him 
homeless. The Mahatma's faith in the Almighty was never 
tested and once again, seemingly from nowhere, a solution 
was seen. Jamnalal Bajaj, a Marwari businessman and a 
follower of the Mahatma, offered his guesthouse in Wardha, 
50 miles from Nagpur. Since this was not ideally suited for — 
his kind of activities he eventually moved out and 
established the Sewagram Ashram about five miles away, © 
where he could find more privacy and peace. Despite being 
remote from the mainstream of political activity in Delhi, in 
addition to his pursuit of social goals he was still 
inextricably involved in India's struggle for Independence 
and to keep the party together. His restlessness again 
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seemed to bring on a mood of defiance, but whatever it was, 
it had to be non-violent. © 


At this time, on the international front, the world was 
now embroiled in the Second World War. From initially 
beginning as a European war, it soon entered Asia with 
Japan invading Burma and Malaya, and with the attack on 
Pearl Harbour, America too entered the war. India's support 
for England was taken for granted, which enraged our 
leaders. The crippling economic effect of waging a war was 
seen by the Indians as an opportunity to exploit. However, 
Churchill tried to diplomatically defer any Indian protest 
during the tenure of the war by sending Stafford Cripps 
with a proposal demanding total cooperation with the Raj 
during the tenure of the war and in return offering 
devolution of power from the Crown. Unfortunately, the 
finer print concerning the terms of the pact were totally 
unacceptable to the Mahatma who considered it almost 
insulting. 


From India's point of view, the Cripps Mission, as it 
came to be known, was a failure. Japanese troops were 
almost on India’s eastern borders threatening to invade 
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India. Within the country the Congress party was going 
through unprecedented pressure due to difference of 
opinion among its leaders and it seemed to be falling apart. 
Something had to be planned to unify the warring factions 
within the party and that could only be achieved by 
“diverting” the attention to a far greater issue. What was 
that going to be? 


Again, it had to be a national movement and not 
confined to a small group and hence, the chances of 
violence erupting could not be ruled out. From a forlorn 
situation, with complex issues surfacing and vying for 
simultaneous attention, the Mahatma, once again proved an 
astute leader by focusing on just the main issue, freedom 
from British rule. The enormous import of this goal was 
epitomised with a pithy phrase comprising of just two 
simple words, that instilled fear in the mighty British 
Empire and helped rally all of India in one fervent drive for 
independence. That call which resounded across the entire 
country, mobilising millions, was “QUIT INDIA!” That 
was the Mahatma's masterstroke and the rallying cry that 
rounded off the Civil Disobedience Movement. 
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Quit India - The Final Call 


This clarion call for Independence was made in a 
speech given by the Mahatma on the 8th of Aug 1942 at 
Gowalia Tank, Bombay. As was expected, the Mahatma 
was jailed again, this time at the Aga Khan Palace in Poona. 
The arrest of his wife Kasturba followed. 


A nationwide rebellion was the answer to the 
imprisonment. There were demonstrations and strikes, but 


also, as was expected, there was a great deal of violence. — 
Bridges were blown up, police stations were burnt and ~ 
many serving the Raj lost their lives. “Do or Die” or “Die — 


while Doing” summed up the mood of the people. 


Predictably this was met by an even more fierce repression : 


from the Raj. At least a 1,000 Indians died and a hundred 
times over were jailed. This period, perhaps stands out as 
being one of the saddest in the Mahatma’s life. He was 
unable to come to terms with the reality of the situation. He 
abhorred violence, and yet he strongly desired 
Independence. Was it possible to blend the two? 


Unable to find a ready answer, he undertook a 21-day 
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cleansing fast, desperately hoping his suffering would 
atone for the sins of his fellow countrymen and provide him 
a vision that would lead him to an ideal approach in this 
great dilemma. 


What added to the complexity of the staggering issues 
was the Mahatma’s fervent desire for not just an 
independent India, but also an India where Hindus and 
Muslims lived in peaceful harmony and where the social 
evil of untouchability was eradicated. Was this going to 
remain a pipedream or could it be a reality? To the 
Mahatma, the means were as important as the end. He could 
not divest one from the other and worked furiously to make 
it happen, even at the risk of alienating himself, from not 
just his band of trusted followers, but perhaps the entire 
Indian nation. 


As a campaign, the Quit India movement failed in 
terms of its immediate objectives due to the extremely harsh 
measures to suppress it and the weak coordination within 
the Congress as most of its leaders were jailed. But 
nevertheless, it succeeded in making the Britishers realise 
that finally India could not be run as their colony for much 
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longer and they needed to start planning on how to exit. Ina 
small way it could also be claimed that it gave the Congress — 
a focal point to address, which perhaps helped to at least — 
keep it together albeit with factions, instead of falling apart 
completely. 


Once again, with all Congress leaders in jail and 
Britain fighting the war for survival in Europe, there was a 
standstill on the national scene in India. However, what 
saddened the Mahatma, was the internal problems between 
the Hindus and Muslims that erupted all over the country, 
with the Muslim League, headed by Mohammed Ali 
Jinnah, demanding a separate nation, Pakistan. This 
proposal was the antithesis of all that the Mahatma lived for 
— Jove and harmony. He could not accept the emergence of 
Pakistan as a solution to the hatred that had gripped the two 
communities. Such was his vehement opposition to this 
idea that he even went so far as to suggest to Nehru and Patel 
that he would like to see a united India, if Jinnah chose to be 
its first Prime Minister! But Jinnah was adamant. 


While the Mahatma was undergoing imprisonment in 
the Aga Khan Palace, two tragedies struck, within a time 
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span of one year. They were the deaths of two of the closest 
people in his life, his personal secretary Mahadev Desai, 
followed by his dear wife, Kasturba. The Mahatma was 
devastated. He seemed to be unable to come to terms with 
the harsh reality of life. But, as always, once again he 
gracefully emerged from these setbacks, by digging into his 
immense reserves of courage, faith in God and fortitude. 


The war had ended and Churchill, the wartime leader, 
was summarily thrown out of office. Labour leader Clement 
Attlee was elected and he publicly announced that Britain 
had decided to quit India after ruling over it for almost 230 
years. Various formulas and equations were spelt out, but 
none seemed to be acceptable to both sides. The Mahatma 
strangely was sidelined in all these important discussions in 
which Patel and Nehru, along with Rajagopalachari, were 
the main players. It is well known that the Mahatma never 
aspired for any public office, but he was bitterly 
disappointed that he was never even consulted on those 
issues of Independence, which was his main objective in 
returning to India and for which he devoted more than 30 
years of his life. 
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-assion For Hindu - Muslim Unity 


It is in moments such as these, that we see the 
reatness of the man. Sidelined from playing a pivotal role 
n the hectic political parleys, he devoted his attention to 
liminate disharmony between Hindus and Muslims, which 
eemed to be reaching a fearful pitch across the nation. 
Noakhali, in Bengal, caught his attention for the brutality 
hat had erupted. He rushed there to restore a semblance of 
der. He lived with the oppressed victims of this 
reacherous carnage that was inflicted on them, moving 
rom village to village to offer solace and faith in humanity 
ind to help restore respect and affection between the 
varring factions. This was in January 1947 when the 

ahatma, who was by then 77 years old, physically frail 
nd emotionally shattered, toured for two continuous 
onths in which he spent 47 nights, each in a different 
ome. The response though slow, actually had its desired 
ffect and it was only when the leaders of the two 
ommunities promised to restore peace that the Mahatma 
ecided to go to Delhi and Punjab to restore peace and 
ormalcy among people who had resorted to barbaric 
iolence. 
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But while he was still in Bengal, the much-awaite 
event, India's Independence, was announced. The day we 
the 15" of August 1947, with Jawaharlal Nehru installed ; 
India's first Prime Minister. 


Any kind of celebration seemed inappropriate sinc 
the rebirth of the nation was tainted with enormot 
bloodshed. Nearly 15 million people sought the relocatic 
of their homes. Thousands were butchered. Childre 
women, elders all met with the same violent end. For tl 
Mahatma, it was a personal loss. No doubt, it was aft 
almost a thousand years that we were able to unshack 
ourselves from the yoke of foreign rule. From this ang 
alone there was enough reason to celebrate. But he refuss 
to go to Delhi. No doubt, it was his cherished dream to si 
an independent India, but the means to him and not just tl 
end, was an equally important part of the process. His hee 
bled on this issue and he wished he were dead, rather than | 
a witness to this violence. He could never endorse the vie 
that the price of Independence was the division of t 
country. 
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After restoring peace in Calcutta, the Mahatma went 
on to Delhi where violence still raged unabated. He sought 
refuge in the pain of a five-day fast. He stayed in a Harijan 
colony, playing the role of the benevolent father, striving to 
bring peace between the two communities. Politically he 
was alienated, which perhaps offered him undistracted 
attention to restore peace. His influence still remained 
undiminished. But the rigours of fasting, travel, stress and 
anguish took its toll on him and he postponed his visit to 
Punjab to recoup his health. It is estimated that the Mahatma 
had traversed the length and breadth of the country five 
times from when he returned from South Africa in 1915. 
Nehru and Patel were engrossed with their new 
responsibilities of running the nation. 
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His Crusade Against Untouchability 


The Harijan colony where the Mahatma chose to stay 
was Valmiki Basti instead of the stately Birla House. The 
period of his stay extended to 214 days. His contention was 
that all Hindus should treat the untouchables as equal, and 
by his staying in their midst he wanted to propagate the 
message that he had accepted them and he hoped this would 
be emulated by others. Though sidelined from active 
politics, he still carried an enormous aura. Nehru, Patel and 
Rajendra Prasad all visited him in Valmiki Basti regularly. 
Another important visitor was a, Britisher, Lady 
Mountbatten, the Vicerene herself, who would often be seen 
at Mahatma's prayer meetings. 


The Mahatma spent his days here spinning the 
charkha, praying and above all consoling the victims of 
communal hatred and violence and coaxing them to refrain 
from seeking vengeance on their tormentors and to co-exist 
in peace and friendship. Such was the Mahatma's insistence 
on extending Harijans an equal status with others within the 
Hindu community that he refused to solemnise any 
marriage, unless one of the spouses was a Haryan. 
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‘Ram' On His Lips Till The End 


The 30" of January, 1948, was like any other day. But | 
who knew that before the day ended, the life of one of the 
greatest humans that ever lived would also end. At Birla 
House, the Mahatma was busy listening to the stories of 
suffering from people who came from all over the country. 
He offered advice striving to restore their faith in humanity. 
After the allotted time he proceeded to the garden for his 
routine prayer meeting. He had to make his way through the 
crowd of people who had lined up to offer their respects by 
trying to touch his feet, a practice he never encouraged. 
Among them was a young man, who too prostrated before 
the Mahatma and standing up joined his palms in the 
common gesture of reverence. As the Mahatma 
acknowledged the greeting, the man pulled out a revolver 
and fired at point blank range. 


This moment, strangely, was in a way rehearsed ever 
so often in the Mahatma's mind, as he had a premonition of 
his death at the hands of an assailant. He always wondered 
if he would be able to forgive the assailant who would 
take his life and surrender himself with God's name on 
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his lips? Just two days before his assassination, he had 
remarked, “If I am to die by the bullet of a mad man, I 
must do so smiling. There must be no anger within me. 
God must be in my heart and on my lips.” 


The assailant shot one bullet, then a second and still 
not satisfied with the efficiency of the lethal weapon, fired 
again at the frail falling figure. Before dying, but fatally 
wounded by then, he could detach himself and with a rare 
presence of mind utter the words, “Hey Ram”, the very 
invocation that was administered to him by Rambha, the 
maid servant, when Mohandas was seven years old. Such 
was the irony of fate that, the very message he preached 
lifelong, was hurled back at him as a lethal missile that took 
his life. He lived his whole life on the principle of LOVE, 
PEACE and HARMONY, but himself became the prey of 
violent expression, from one who could not find a deep 
enough meaning in those values. The whole nation was 
plunged in to a mad frenzy of violence and destruction. 
Nehru addressed the nation on radio, with tears choking his 
voice when he said, “the light has gone out of our lives and 
there is darkness everywhere...” 
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The vicious and hungry flames, as if in a last act of © 
uncontrollable violence, hungrily devoured the mortal 


remains of the Mahatma as he lay on the funeral pyre. The © 


flames lit the skies for the whole world to see how he lived, 


not only his life, but in his dying too, helped to dispel the — 


darkness of ignorance. The flames raged on furiously, as if 
seized by an urgency, an impatience, as if to deny anyone 
else, a last opportunity to inflict any more harm on the 
Mahatma. 


Did we disown him ? 


In a few hours, his body was reduced to ashes, mute © 
testimony to the staggering colossus of a human being that — 
the Mahatma was. To all those who flocked to witness his _ 


last journey across the country, even his ashes seemed to 
exude an aura of saintliness ... 


The grandest and the most apt memorial we can erect 


for him is to adopt Truth, Love and Peace as our guiding : 


principles in life. We have his blessings, as he himself said, 
“...a little bit ofme, will live in many of you.” 
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The Essence of Being the Mahatma 


An Open Book 


Anoteworthy feature of the Mahatma's life was that it 
was open for anyone to examine, with nothing hidden 
behind closed doors, if ever he closed a door, even at night. 
It is obvious, that someone of his stature would be 
scrutinised constantly and this perhaps, would keep him on 
his guard, lest he inadvertently make an error. This need to 
comply with the expectations of others would compel most 
people to acquit themselves with a lot of deliberate 
“approved actions” especially when it came to events of 
_ significance. But to be open to scrutiny, even with regard to 
small everyday occurrences, speaks of a native attitude 
characterised by his uncompromising honesty and 
adherence to simplicity. He was never driven to act because 
he needed to be seen ina particular light. He lived his life in 
tune with his conviction that there simply was no other way 
than being natural, simple and forthright, without putting on 
a facade. His language, manner of speech and actions were 
used solely to communicate his essential intentions, for 
which he trained his mind to remain unemotional under the 
most trying of circumstances. This, he believed, can only be 
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possible if one was free from hypocrisy. The Mahatma had 
once remarked that even exaggeration is a form of untruth. 


There are many instances in his life, even small ones, 
which give an insight into his distinctive personality. These 
apparently inconsequential acts were actually the logical 
outcome of a trained and disciplined mind, which helped 
him to acquit himself, literally, as a “miracle man’. Of his 
political life, as we hear or read of his achievements, little 
do we know of the magnitude of the sacrifice, discipline, 
commitment, agony and dilemma that he had to undergo to 
enable him to realise his lofty goals. What was it that helped 
him to achieve what he set out to? Can these virtues be 
identified, so that we can relate to them and help us emulate, 
in some ways, the greatness of this man? And again, would 
he be still relevant today, especially to the young? 


Concepts such as civil disobedience, non-violence, 
communal harmony, etc. might be beyond a child's 
immediate understanding. But that does not mean that the 
Mahatma's life-lessons cannot be related to. It is only by 
impressing upon them during their formative years can they 
get an idea of what the 'right' life should be. Perhaps the best 
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way to make the Mahatma comprehensible to young, 
impressionable minds would be to introduce them to some 
of the simpler yet significant events of his life. These small 
instances would enable them to understand how he thought, 
faced problems, confronted wrongdoing, and how he 
successfully put into practice the values of his discipline, 
tenacity and never-say-die attitude. This, in turn, will 
eventually help them to cultivate the right perspectives in 
life, and achieve a genuine proficiency in whatever they 
undertook in life, that too in the most civilised and dignified 
manner. 


The Value Of Prayer 


Whenever the problems the Mahatma had to confront 
grew more indomitable he learnt to rely increasingly on the 
efficacy of prayer. It must be remembered that his was a 
non-denominational religion. In his prayer meetings his 
audience consisted of people from different religious faiths. 
Having studied most religions in depth, he was convinced 
that while they each propagated different paths, the ultimate 
goal was same. He held the view that “God has no religion”, 
He was religious, not in the conventional sense of being 
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ritualistic, but as a firm believer in morality. A staunch 
adherence to ethics and fair play totally governed all his — 
political activity making him stand out like a saint in the 
murky arena of politics. Ashram life would always start 
with a prayer well before sunrise and end with a prayer in 
the evening. While these gatherings were for all visitors and 
ashramites he had his own personal prayers before retiring 
for the night. 


One day a competition to spin the charkha was 
organised. As a result, most inmates of the Ashram slept 
around midnight, utterly exhausted from the exertion. The 
Mahatma was no exception, except that around 2 a.m., he 
woke up restless, having realised that he had not followed 
his routine of prayer before sleeping that night. The guilt 
from this inadvertent slip had him Sweating on a cold night. 
Unable to come to terms for this omission he could not sleep 
any more. As was his nature, he sought to repent for this sin 
by sitting up the rest of the night, praying till morning. 
When those around him woke up as usual, they were 
dismayed at seeing his state. They reprimanded him for not 
being careful about his health inflicting such a severe 
punishment on himself for what was an inadvertent error. 
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He replied that he did not consider it a small mistake, 
because he should never have forgotten Him, who provides 
the sustenance to live, day and night. It also showed his 
uncompromising commitment to a disciplined way of life. 


Fearlessness 


On a bigger platform, we have seen the fearless Mahatma 
show a brand of courage that would put even a lion to 
shame. The many episodes of Satyagraha saw the Mahatma 
and his followers walk with total disdain into police cordons 
only to be mercilessly battered with batons. This 
fearlessness helped him make clear decisions even in crisis 
situations. It is due to this trait that he was able to take 
historic decisions like the Salt Satyagraha, Quit India 
movement, boycott of the Rowlatt Act, etc. fully knowing 
that he and his followers would face jail and worse. 
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Practice And Precept - In Tandem 


During his stay in Sabarmati Ashram, the mother of a 
young child once approached him for some advice as her 
son was eating his chapattis only with jaggery. He patiently 
heard the woman and then advised her to return after a 
week. Wher they met again, the Mahatma took the lad aside 
and explained to him the benefits of a wholesome diet. 
Pleased with this, the woman thanked the Mahatma and was 
preparing to leave but kept wondering why this could not 
have been communicated on their first meeting? The 
Mahatma's response was interesting and revealing. He said 
that he himself had the same weakness for jaggery with 
chapattis and felt diffident in advising the boy to mend his 
habit till he himself had overcome it, for which he needed a 
week! He could not tolerate any transgression, however 
insignificant, jarring with his deep convictions, even if 
there was no way for the public to see the dichotomy in his 
actions. He had to be true to himself, first, always and every 
time. Practice and precept were two sides of a coin and both 
had to be in tandem, ifhe wanted to be honest and truthful. 
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Compassion 


Once while boarding a train, one of his slippers fell on 
the rail track and could not obviously be retrieved. In an 
instant, he removed the other and threw it in the same place, 
so that when the train departed, whoever would notice the 
pair, would have a use for them! Such was his overflowing 
compassion for the needy. 


In his place, most of us would have been desperately 
conceiving ways of retrieving the fallen slipper, but the 
Mahatma was already thinking, in this moment of loss, as to 
how to convert it to somebody's gain. Being compassionate 
was integral to his psyche and manifested itself repeatedly 
throughout his life. 


Sensitive And Loving Nature 


One of the great abilities of the Mahatma was the 
manner in which he blended diametrically divergent virtues 
seamlessly into his life. From a timid and shy lad he had 
became the epitome of courage, that too without 
abandoning his sensitive, empathetic side. He could stand 
up to the coachman raining blows at him in South Africa 
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without even trying to fend them off, or feel the pain of a 
limping goat hastening to tend to it with a mud poultice. 
Once he lost a pencil and endeavored fervently to find it 
despite the protests of his secretary and others who tried to 
hand him a replacement. He would have nothing to do with 
the new one, because the one lost was presented to him by a 
dear friend's son. Seeing his adamance, every one chipped 
into the frantic effort. When it was eventually found the 
pencil was noticed to be a mere stub, just a couple of inches 
long. It was not for the value of the bit of pencil to which he 
was attached but to the love that was showered upon him by 
a little child, who perhaps had only that to gift him. How 
could he be negligent in looking after such a precious gift? 
It was in this manner that he ennobled and dignified 
everything that came within the ambit of his influence. 


Quick Thinking - Clear Priorities. 


Once the Mahatma and his stenographer were 
travelling by the narrow gauge train to Darjeeling. For 
some reason, the engine got disengaged from the bogies 
and very soon the rest of the train was hurtling downhill 
uncontrolled. There was panic and when he was told about 
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it, he insisted on continuing with his dictation. He had sized 
up the situation in a jiffy, seeing two outcomes. If by some 
miracle they were saved, the Mahatma said they would have 
wasted so much time if they stopped the dictation, so he 
insisted that they continue with the task and if they were 
going to die, there is nothing they could have done to avert 
the disaster. His clarity of thought and presence of mind 
at critical junctures, and constant awareness of the 
importance of time, even in life and death situations, 
ensured that he complied with his priorities and never 
strayed from his chosen path, whatever be the 
distraction. It was this avowed adherence to his objectives 
and his clear thought process that enabled him to achieve so 
many diverse goals, feats which would stagger any one in 
today's gadget-driven world. 


Meticulous Use Of Time 


A most noticeable virtue of the Mahatma was his 
adoption of time management and productivity putting 
what he had in hand to the best use. While studying in 
England, he learnt how to wash, starch and iron his shirts, 
because in spite of possessing 25 shirts, he was often 
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without one to wear due to the unreliability of the 
washerwoman with the dry cleaning option being both 
expensive and time consuming. He also learnt how to cook, 
because eating in vegetarian restaurants proved to be an 
ordeal as they were extremely scarce and he had to travel 
great distances to get to them. He also became adept at 
handling the barber's scissors to such an extent that he could 
groom his own hair. The skills he consciously acquired 
allowed him to save time, money and also become 
independent. 


The extent of the skills he acquired was astounding. At the 
Phoenix Settlement in South Africa, he learnt agriculture, 
taught children, cleaned toilets and also came to be known 
as a most caring nurse to those who fell ill. Feeling the need © 
to disseminate his thoughts and to mould public opinion, he 
started a newsletter which made him skilled in publishing, 
right from being an outstanding editor to even the printing 
and binding of his publications. In jail he would learn how 
to make chappals and sandals. He was a voracious reader. 
To help India in its quest for economic self - reliance, to 
propagate the use of the charkha, he learnt how to use one. 
Not a day passed when he would not have sat spinning for at 
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least an hour. He even solemnised marriages - blessed being 
those couples who had such good fortune. He became adept 
in oratory and learnt how to speak with astonishing 
persuasiveness, not from a rhetoric display of language, but 
rather an eloquence that sprang from simplicity and 
truthfulness. 


A Disciplined And Prolific Writer 


The Mahatma was an indefatigable writer having 
authored over a 100 books. In addition, he used to 
personally handwrite almost 50 letters a day even 
continuing to write with his left hand if he got tired! He 
found that the best time to write was early in the morning, 
before daybreak. He would write by the light of a lantern 
and continue to do so by moonlight if the oil got exhausted, 
not wishing to disturb the inmates of the house. Today a 
collection of about 34,000 of his letters are on display at 
Sabarmati Ashram. 


Sense Of Humour 
During his stay in South Africa, he would often reproach 


Kasturba over her concern for her looks while 
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philosophising on the impermanence of the body. Kasturba, 
being the docile person that she was, would remain silent. It 
so happened that one day while walking, the Mahatma hurt 
his foot badly and rushed to Kasturba to have it treated. 
Seeing this as an ideal situation to answer his rebukes on her 
obsession with her appearance, she remarked that one 
should learn to ignore the body! The Mahatma immediately 
noticed the reference to his earlier sarcastic comments, but 
not be outdone, he calmly replied that he had long ago 
surrendered his body to the service of the nation and if the 
bleeding was not stopped he would not be able to carry out 
his avowed objective. He was impervious to ridicule and 
even in a vulnerable moment, he could extricate himself 
honourably. 


Spartan And Frugal 


Unlike most of his other contemporary political 
leaders, the Mahatma ensured that he was seen as a man 
of the masses and dressed and lived in a manner that 
would not alienate him from them. This was not difficult 
as to be so was his true nature. Travelling only in the third- 
class when travelling by rail was a clear instance of keeping 
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with this attitude as was the simple and austere lifestyle 
adopted at the Sabarmati and Wardha Ashrams. 


It was a daily ritual at Sabarmati Ashram for the 
Mahatma to go to the banks of the river for his daily 
ablutions for which he sparingly used just a lota (typical 
village glass) of water. One day Sardar Patel, in a lighter 
vein, remarked that there was no need for the Mahatma to 
restrict himself to just one lota of water as it could 
compromise his appearance, especially when there was a 
river full of water flowing in front of them. The Mahatma 
thought for a moment and replied that this water was not for 
them to waste, as there were hundreds of cattle, other 
animals and birds and countless people living on the banks 
of the river, who needed precious water for living, and 
therefore, had as much right to it. Wasting water, he said, 
would deny them their rightful share. 
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A True Karma Yogi 


Having severed all ties with his profession and 
family he pursued only those activities that would 
ennoble his soul. In his personal dictionary the words 
'comfort' or 'pleasure' ceased to exist. He ensured a 
total control over his palate while also practicing strict 
chastity. And with this highly controlled and disciplined 
existence, a serene sense of contentment and peace 
emerged. He worked ceaselessly and fearlessly, 
resolutely committed to his goals. He rose above basic 
human shortcomings by insulating himself from the 
instinctive tendencies of anger, hatred and jealousy. In 
forgiveness, he found solace, ridding himself of the 
sufferings inflicted upon him by his adversaries. He 
became immune to the vagaries of emotion. Praise and 
criticism, happiness and sorrow were accepted equally 
with a stoic calm. He refrained from the ever-present 
temptation to judge which empowered him to 
objectively sift right from wrong. Problems? It only 
made him retreat to introspect, and in the serenity of 
silence and solitude, to pray. 
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Such was the exalted life and practices of one who, 
possibly more than anyone else, warranted the title of 
"Mahatma'. First, we stand in awe. And then, we 
endeavour to understand. And with that, we attempt to 
emulate. Itis possible. For he has shown us the way... 
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The Eleven Vows 


Most of us revere the Mahatma as the political leader 
who brought Swarajya to India. While he, almost single 
handedly, spearheaded this struggle to gain freedom for 
India, he never lost sight of his personal goal, to seek God 
and attain Moksha. In this intense search as a Sadhaka it is 
the many lessons of his life that helped him to evolve on this 
personal journey. While they were crucial in enabling him 
to achieve his objective of freedom from British rule, it also 
prepared him, through extreme self-denial, to purify and 
refine his mind, which brought him closer in his realisation 
of 'Truth' which he equated with God. This Sadhana, in the 
form of aseries of eleven vows, represents the essence of his 
teachings and principles, which he followed 
uncompromisingly. 


The Mahatma was no stranger to the rigours of taking 
a vow. At the age of 18, on the eve of his departure to 
England to study law, his mother, under the advice of a Jain 
monk, had administered three vows to him. The underlying 
principle of a vow was to protect the taker of the vow from 
the temptations of an unguarded life. In spite of the 
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constraints imposed by the vow, he actually found — 
himself enjoying a new dimension of freedom, as he did _ 
not have to constantly fight temptation. It was a life : 
without strain and one which endowed him with a sense of | 
satisfaction and fulfillment. | 


But he was not content with this. The Mahatma's deep 
longing to be perfect in whatever he chose to pursue was a 
compulsion that consumed him with such intensity that his 
only preoccupation was to refine himself to a point where 
he would be fully in control of his emotions, even under the 
most provocative of situations. This discipline once caused 
him to remark that he could “give himself a certificate that a 
thoughtless word hardly ever escaped his tongue or pen.” 


As he moved on in life and as his life-encounters got 
more intense, he sharpened the weapons in his arsenal by 
adopting more vows. In all there were eleven, and when he 
set up the first Ashram in India in 1915 at Kochrab, 
Ahmedabad, he declared these to the world. The vows were 
mandatory for all inmates of the ashram, because it was the 
Mahatma's belief that the life of a genuine ashramite had to 
be one that was wedded to the pursuit of perfection. It was a 
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prescribed rigour that arose from his comprehension of the 
Sadhana or way of life that was required to channelise the 
higher levels of consciousness in the quest for self- 
realisation. 


The overwhelming scale of the practices envisaged in 
these eleven vows, undoubtedly places the Mahatma on the 
highest pedestal any human can stand on. It only helps to 
reinforce his indomitable stature. He is unquestionably 
unreachable, though always relatable. 
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1.Sarvatrabhayavarjana-Fearlessness(Abhaya) 


In a way, one could say that this vow of being 'fearless' 
was a prerequisite to observe the other vows. If one had to 
follow the principle of Truth or Ahimsa, one had to be 
prepared to face any hardship that ensued. But the 
Mahatma, being an astute thinker, cautions us that this 
fearlessness should not lead one to be inconsiderate and 
arrogant. It should remain as a quality of nurturing an 
indomitable willpower that would enable us to stand up to 
all the privations one would necessarily have to undergo 
when pursuing such an extraordinary goal. 


Psychologists have confirmed that fear is a basic 
instinct like hunger, sleep and sex. While most fears 
according to him had to be conquered, he cautions us that 
the fear of God, or the fear of wrong-doing, should always 
be a constant in our lives. The Gita places Abhaya at the top 
of all divine attributes. 


The initial years of Mohandas are replete with 
instances of being afraid and fearful, but his dedication to 
achieve his goals made him almost fearless, even to the 
extent of welcoming death. 
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2.Satya -Truth 


Truth, the virtue that was dearest to the Mahatma, is 
the most important of the vows and the basis of all the 
others, which in fact emerge from it. Truth is not mere 
abstinence from telling lies. Everything thought, said or 
done had to pass the test of Truth. It was his opinion that 
anyone who could observe Truth without compromising 
was next to God. 


When the Mahatma was in England studying for his 
law, his landlady noticed his loneliness and so introduced 
her two daughters to him so that he could look forward to 
some company on the weekends. But with his Indian 
upbringing he felt that this would not be correct. He 
therefore went up to her and ina frank and forthright manner 
told her that as he was married and it would not be proper on 
his part to spend time in her daughters' company. 


If only the world would make Truth the base for 
everything thought, said and done, it would work wonders 
in controlling the widely prevalent hatred and violence that 
exists today. 
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3. Ahimsa -Non- violence 


The normal meaning of the word Ahimsa is non- 
violence, or being in a state of harmlessness. But this 
interpretation is incomplete as it only conveys a limited 
aspect of Ahimsa. The wider connotation, which is 
generally overlooked, includes the practice of love. From 
adopting a stand of non-violence, one graduates to exuding 
love. The emphasis on love is so great that the Mahatma 
exhorted his followers to love even the evil doer. Striving to 
extend this concept to the utmost extent, beyond the realm 
of words and action, he endeavoured to practice Ahimsa 
even at the level of thought. It is interesting to note where he 
derived his deepest insights into the concept of non- 
violence and genuine love. It was brought about by 
observing Kasturba, who as he noticed, exhibited that 
wonderful feminine quality of accepting almost any 
hardship or suffering to tend to those whom she loved, and 
in that almost supernatural way, bring about a change 
through love. 


4, Asteya - Non - stealing 


The general meaning of this vow is to avoid taking another's 
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property without permission. As was the Mahatma’s nature, 
he was not content living this vow at the mundane level. He 
predictably sought to find deeper meanings for a broader 
application in life. He opined that nature provides enough 
for our daily needs, so to possess more than one's need, was 
akin to being guilty of theft. Another aspect he propagated 
was the avoidance of wastage. Just as these subtle, varying 
interpretations from different angles gave depth to this vow, 
it also served to deter the practitioner from its most basic 
aspect, the actual act of stealing, which he opined to be 
another form of violence. 


5, Aparigraha - Non-possession 


Again, this emerges from the acceptance of the reality 
that natural resources are limited and, under those 
circumstances, anyone possessing more than they actually 
required, obviously denies others from getting their rightful 
share. “There is enough for our need but not for our greed”. 
Its observance can guide one to lead a life of simplicity. It 
also inculcates in the mind of the follower of this pledge the 
propensity to develop an attitude of detachment, one which 
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could gradually be extended to developing greater levels of 
tolerance, thereby making for harmony and peace. : 


6. Asvada - Control Of The Palate 


The underlying principle here is that the body must be 
used as an instrument to render service, as a means of 
spiritual upliftment and as a vehicle to attain Moksha. 
Hence it behoves one to eat just enough, as is necessary to 
maintain the body, and to eat the right type of food, 
observing strict control over the temptation to indulge in 
eating for pleasure. The Mahatma advocated the avoidance 
of spicy food, foods that titillate the taste buds as such foods 
are known to stimulate the base instincts of man. He 
elevated this rather simple discipline as a distinct and 
separate vow, because he firmly believed that controlling 
the instinctive desire to indulge in eating actually 
empowered one to control the other senses, including the 
ever dominating sexual urge. 


In his later years the Mahatma only ate five items of food on 
any given day. His typical diet would consist of three slices 
of bread, a couple of oranges, some grapes and goat milk. 
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7. Brahmacharya - Chastity (celibacy) 


The Mahatma was initiated in this discipline when he 
was administered a vow to refrain from touching any 
woman on the eve of his departure to England. Later as he 
moved relentlessly on his path of self-reform, he would self- 
administer a vow of total celibacy. 


One of the most difficult vows to observe was the need 
to restrain the urge, the almost instinctive compulsion, to 
indulge in sexual relations. Confirmed as one of the 
strongest traits in humans, the Mahatma was of the firm 
conviction that sexual indulgence dissipates one's energy 
and vitality, which in turn lead to laxity in discipline in all 
other activities and inhibits one from achieving his goals. 
Successful restraint of this urge actually enabled the 
practitioner to conserve his energy that could then be 
channelised in the desired direction. In this sense, celibacy 
could no longer be viewed as a restraint, but on the contrary, 
as a facilitator for achieving one's goals. 


As usual, he was not content in merely physically 
controlling the urge for sex, but sought to dominate it 
completely by not even letting his thoughts go astray. The 
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way he suggested to achieve such complete mind control 
was by facing temptation and not by living the life of a 
recluse in a cave. Brahmacharya, really means to move 
towards Brahma, which is the Truth. 


8.Sharirshrama -Manual Work 


Once again it was the Mahatma's staunch belief that 
everyone should schedule an hour of manual work every 
day. It not only helped one stay healthy, but also induced the 
person to accept the dignity of labour. It helped remove the 
stigma associated with manual work that was hitherto 
entrusted only to the lower strata of society. It also enabled 
one to remain independent. Such a lifestyle helped to 
propagate peaceful and harmonious living within the 
communities he founded like the Phoenix Settlement and 
the Tolstoy Farm. 


In his own life, his stay in England provided him 
opportunities to appreciate the value of physical work. The 
need to walk great distances every day to find a vegetarian 
restaurant kept him healthy in the inclement weather. He 
also mastered the art of washing his clothes, starching his 
shirts and ironing them. 
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9. Swadeshi- Local Made 


Swadeshi in its literal sense means homemade or 
locally produced. The context in which the Mahatma 
enunciated this vow was the British colonisation of India 
where the rulers ensured that almost all items of daily use 
were those imported from England. This, of course, gave 
businesses in England a huge boost, but the flip side of 
imports of this scale resulted in the suppression of local 
industry rendering lakhs of workers unemployed. 


One of the main concerns of the Mahatma on his return to 
India in 1915 was to restore pride in the hearts of Indians and 
revive those industries that were forced to close down. One 
such was cloth, an item of necessity for every human being 
and therefore required in huge quantities. Among the 
various means adopted to restore this balance was the mass 
boycotting of imports and the re-establishment of the 
Charkha as an honourable occupation to help replace the 
textiles hitherto imported from Manchester. The underlying 
principle was that it was not in the national interest to 
patronise foreign suppliers at the cost of local people. Thus, 
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even a national economic necessity became a mora 
principle for the Mahatma. 


10. Sarva dharmasamantva - Equality Of All Religions 


“God has no religion” was an oft-repeated 
statement of the Mahatma. The essence of religion was 
‘Morality', was his deep conviction. All faiths, he 
believed, were “... God-given, and were necessary for the 
people to whom these religions were revealed.” And that in 
a country as vast as India there are numerous religions and 
hence the paramount need for the followers of different 
faiths to live in harmony. This can only be made possible by 
all religions being seen as equal. If one were to study and 
analyse the major religions, it becomes evident that the 
quest for Truth is the moving spirit behind all of them 
therefore placing them on a common platform. It is also 
seen that the assertion that one's religion is superior, breeds 
intolerance and gives scope for conversions, hatred and 
violence. While faith leads one to respect one's religion, it 
should not lead to invoking a sense of superiority over 
others. 
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In his childhood, the Mahatma was exposed to 
Hinduism and Jainism at home. When he grew older, his 
restless, enquiring mind led him to study Christianity and 
Islam where he noted a common foundation in the concept 
and practice of morality and ethics. In his daily prayer 
gatherings, bhajans were interspersed with singing of 
hymns and songs from all religions, underlying the equality 
_ ofall religions. 


11. Sparshabhavana - Untouchability 


This is one of the most inhuman aspects in the social 
customs of India. What added to its perpetuation was an 
ingenious religious sanction that was devised to justify it. 
The harsh implementation of this obnoxious system caused 
a certain section of society to be condemned to an almost 
sub-human existence. They were denied basic human 
rights, like access to fundamental civic amenities such as 
drawing water from wells, admittance to temples of 
worship, enrolment in schools for education, and so on. This 
extreme ostracism from society made many such victims 
even opt for death as a means of release from a life of daily 
torture, driven by sheer helplessness. 
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This was peculiarly an Indian problem and engaged 
the Mahatma's intellect as much as evicting the British from 
India. The system of 'untouchability' was deeply entrenched 
in Indian society with even so-called intellectuals and the 
elite condoning it, his wife Kasturba included. The 
Mahatma got a first-hand experience of this widespread 
malady when donations from a philanthropic individual 
ceased on account of a Harijan couple being admitted to the 
Ashram. In fact it was in the cause of Harijan upliftment that 
the Mahatma undertook a fast unto death for the first time in 
his life in 1932 to protest against a proposed legislation that 
would have actually cast them forever as untouchables. He 
succeeded in having it withdrawn. 


A Blueprint For Change 


It is often debated whether these eleven vows are 
relevant in today's world, a world that has changed 
drastically in the last sixty years. An objective view of this 
issue will convince one that while the external 
circumstances have undergone a sea change, mankind's 
essential tendencies, aspirations, reactions, desires, 
cravings, including instincts have essentially continue to be 
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doggedly unchanged. While inventions and discoveries 
have changed the face of the world for the better, they have 
also exponentially increased the potential for disaster and 
untold harm. 


It is from this viewpoint that the relevance of these 
vows that directly address the core of human nature, will 
forever be valid, relevant and enlightening to those who 
follow even some of them. They provide an all-time 
blueprint for happiness, joy, peace, love and truth to prevail 
over all mankind with its diverse communities, beliefs anc 
weaknesses. 
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Who Could Say It Better 


For a person who lived his life almost entirely for 
others, even to the extent of being detached from his family, 
there must have been so much he wished to share. With 
absolutely no selfish motive in any pursuit, you could say 
that there was never a private moment in his life. He lived 
within the “open doors” of people's homes and ashrams, as 
he moved constantly from one place to another. This 
freedom from “wanting to be himself’ made him a “giver” 
as against almost all of us, who are “takers”. He bequeathed 
us his knowledge, acquired not from a study of books, but 
from his unending experiments in search ofa template, so to 
speak, for a happy, contented and peaceful life, in which 
love was the everlasting, universal bond. This intense drive 
to ‘discover’, to openly communicate it, and then to share his 
‘findings’, found expression in his prolific writings. 


It is difficult to exactly say when and what transpired 
in his life from which he emerged as the ‘great 
communicator’. Perhaps it was his relentless search for 
‘Truth’ that motivated and inspired him. Perhaps it was his 
legal background that gave him the ability to sift through 
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loads of information to arrive at the essence of a perplexing | 
matter. And perhaps it was his extensive and eclectic 
reading habits as well as his prolific letter writing that 
honed his skill as a writer. All these, combined with his 
resolute intent to undertake the task at hand to the utmost, 
gave his writings and utterances that exceptional aura anda 
palpable feel, which, even after the passage of so many 
years, continue to touch our hearts and minds so intensely. 


The Mahatma's indefatigable pursuit of perfection in 
each and every aspect of his life manifested itself in all his 
attempts to communicate, written or spoken. He was 
convinced that a strong and confident 'intent' would in itself 
help mould and sharpen one's writing. With concentration 
and focus, clarity and articulation would be natural 
consequences. His life in prison too provided him the 
opportunity and the time to read extensively and to hone his 
skills as a writer. 


An interesting instance in his life throws up how he 
discovered a lesson regarding the advantage of brevity in 
effective speech or writing. Timid and shy as he was in his 
younger days, he once found himself tongue-tied while 
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amongst a small group of people. To speak well, we know, is 
a great advantage, whatever one’s profession, more so when 
you are a lawyer. Strangely, what was seen as his debility, 
worked to his advantage in this situation, as he was forced to 
communicate his exact intent in just a few words. He found 
that keeping to just what he needed to say, helped him avoid 
what could have been superfluous, exaggerated, or even 
impulsive and thereby serving his intentions in a focused 
and highly effective manner. This experience helped him 
understand the true nature of successful, result-oriented 
communication. As a result, right through his life, whatever 
he said or wrote was done after much thought and 
deliberation, making it succinct, credible and persuasive. 


A selection of the Mahatma's enlightening insights, 
thoughts and guiding principles have been compiled here for 
the reader and will indicate the enormous reservoir of 
knowledge and wisdom that he was. 


Very Relatable 


THE MAHATMA'S SAYINGS. 
Let the first act of every morning be to make the 
following resolve for the day: 
I shall not fear anyone on earth. 
I shall fear only God. 
I shall not bear ill will towards anyone. 
I shall not submit to injustice from anyone. 
I shall conquer untruth by truth and in resisting 
untruth, 
I shall put up with all suffering. 


Seven Deadly Sins: 


Wealth without work 
Pleasure without conscience 
Science without humanity 
Knowledge without character 
Politics without principles 
Commerce without morality 
Worship without sacrifice 
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Be the change that you wish to see in the world 
There is no God higher than truth 

Commonsense is the realised sense of 
proportion. 

Those who know how to think need no 

teachers. 

Nobody can hurt me without my permission. 

Poverty is the worst form of violence. 

The rich must live more simply, so that the 
poor may simply live. 

Peace is its own reward. 

My life is my message 

If Ihave the belief that I can do it, I shall surely acquire 
the capacity to do it, even if I may not have it at the 
beginning. 

The best way to find yourself is to lose yourself in the 
service of others. 

If you don't find God in the next person you meet, itis a 
waste of time looking for Him further. 

A nation's greatness is measured by how it treats its 
weakest members. 
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Strength does not come from winning. Your struggles 
develop your strength. When you go through hardship 
and decide not to surrender, that is strength. 


God has no religion. 


I suppose leadership at one time meant muscles, but 


today it means getting along with people. 

An eye for an eye, only ends up making the whole 
world blind. _ 

Glory lies in the attempt at reaching one's goal and 
not in reaching it. 

Dreams at first seem impossible, then seem probable 
and finally when we commit ourselves, become 
inevitable. 

In this cause, I too, my friend am prepared to die. But, 
my friend, there is no cause for which I am prepared to 
kill. 

There is more to life, than simply increasing its speed. 
Action expresses priorities. 

Distinguish between real needs and artificial wants 
and control the latter. 
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I'm a lover of my own liberty and so I would do no 
wrong to restrict yours. 

When I admire the wonders of a sunset or the beauty of 
the moon, my soul expands in the worship of the 
creator. 

Man does not live by bread alone. Many prefer self- 
respect to food. 

A government that is ideal governs the least. 

Honest disagreement is often a good sign of 
progress. 

Real strength resides in your ability to express 
your ideals. 


The future depends on what you do today. 
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Just For Today 


JUST FOR TODAY... 
Can you live a little like the Mahatma? 


The Mahatma lived by aset of strict rules for daily life. 
While we cannot possibly be like him in every aspect, we 
can try to live like him, one aspect at a time, and see how it 
makes us better persons. Here isa list of 51 such disciplines 
or rules of conduct as small steps to emulate him. Choose 
any one or more and solemnly vow to adhere to it, just fora 
day. You will not only get a glimpse of how he lived, 
everyday ofhis life, but also see how it benefits our lives... 


. Donot say aharsh word. 
. Refrain from lying. 
. Donot covet other's possessions. 


. Speak only when necessary and be brief. 


tra & WH NO — 


_ Strive to rise above emotions such as anger, hatred 
and jealousy 


6. Say what you mean. Partial concealment and 
exaggeration are both forms of untruth. 


7. Donotsteal. 
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8. Forego a favourite item of food. 

9. Limit the number of items you eat in a day. 
10. Do not overeat, just because it is tasty. 

11. Ifyou cannot fast, skip a meal. 

12. Eat just enough to sustain the body. 

13. Start and end your day with a prayer. 

14. Respect all religions. 


: 15.Gather all family members together and sing a 
: hymn. 

oy 

= 16. Wake up an hour earlier. 


17. Dosome form of manual work. 

18. Do not consider any task as menial. 

19. Work without any expectation of reward. 
20. Control waste in any form. 

21. Beready to extend help when required. 
22. Devote time to willingly nurse the sick. 


23. Do not compromise your effort till you achieve 
your goal. 


24. Ensure cleanliness within your area of influence. 
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25. 
26. 
27. 
28. 
29. 
30. 
31. 
32. 
33. 
34. 
35. 


36. 
37. 
38. 
39, 
40. 
41. 
42. 


Just For Today 


Violence is never an option. 

Stand up for what you know is right. 
Continue to grow and evolve. 

Strive for perfection in your chosen field. 
Without action you cannot progress. 
Do not look at opposite sex with lustful eyes. 
Do not discriminate between people. 
Do not indulge in pampering the body. 
Respect women as equals. 
Buy locally made products. 


Refrain from constantly acquiring more material — 
possessions. 


Spend at least an hour on serious reading. 
Maintain all types of accounts meticulously. 
View time as the most valuable asset. 

Try to find humour in the mundane tasks of life. 
Resist the temptation to judge. 

Give up any one addiction. 


View any event from the point of the bigger 
picture. 
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43. Be fearless to adhere to the truth. 


44. View the world from an overriding feeling of 
universal love. 


45. Uncompromising discipline must become a habit. 
46. Do not insult your opponents. 

47. Own up your mistake. 

48. Beready to forgive your tormentors. 


4 49. Seek solitude and silence to meditate and 
| introspect. 


3 50. Remain in a state of equanimity through happiness 

eet and sorrow. 

51. Live to spread harmony and love in your 
neighbourhood. 
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Just For Today 


“T have not the shadow of doubt, that any man or woman 
can achieve what I have achieved, if he or she would make 


the same effort and cultivate the same hope and faith.” 


Mahatma Gandhi | 
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Vaishnav Jana to tenekahiye 


“Vaishnav Jana to” is a Hindu hymn in 
Gujarati which was composed by the 15th century 
poet-saint Narsinh Mehta. It was a favorite hymn of ; 


the Mahatma as it very strikingly covers almost all 
the eleven vows. 
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Lyrics 
“Vaishnav Jana to tenekahiye 
Jay peerhparaayejanneyray 
Par dukkheyupkarkareyteeyey, man 
abhimannaanney ray 
SakallokmaSahuneybandhey, 
Ninda Na karyekainee ray 
Baachkaachh, Man nischalRaakhey, dhan- 
dhanjananeetainee ray 
Samdrishi nay trishnatyagee, par- 
streejaynaymatray 
Vivihvathakiasatyanabolay,par- 
dhannavjhaleyhaathray 
MohmaayavyaayeynahinJeynay, 
dridthvairagyajanamanma ray 
Ram-nam-shoomtaaleelaagee, 
_ Sakalteerthseynatanma ray 
Vanloohee nay kapatrahitchhay, 
Kaam, Krodhnivarya ray 
BhaneNarsinhyotainoodarshankartakulekota 
irtaarya re.’’\ 
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English T ranslation: 


‘Speak only as godlike of the man who feels , 
another's pain 

Who shares another's sorrow and pride does 

disdain 

Who regards himself lowliest of the low 

Speaks not a word of evil against anyone 

Blessed is the mother who gave birth to such a 

son 

Who looks upon everyone as his equal, 

Lust he has renounced 

Who honours women like he honours his mother 
Whose tongue knows not the taste of 
falsehood 

Nor covets another's worldly goods 

Who longs not for worldly wealth (or fame) 

For he treads the path of renunciation é 
Ever on his lips is Ram's holy name es 
All places of pilgrimage are within him 

He has conquered greed, is free of deceit, lust 
and anger 

Through him Narsinh has godly vision 

And his generation to come will attain salvation. ’ 
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